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chapter one







Nika Mays’s Manuscript Notes: Prologue


When the police came to see me about the “incident,” I told them a lot of things about Chloe Gamble, but I didn’t tell them about this manuscript. I tried to convince myself that the reason I didn’t turn it over was because I was protecting Chloe. But deep down, I knew that the real reason was that Chloe’s story was valuable and someday I was going to profit from it.


I didn’t set out to be the person I’ve become. There was a time, not that long ago, when I would have handed my manuscript over to the homicide detectives. But somewhere along the line, maybe when things started really clicking for Chloe, I seem to have lost my bearings and drifted away from what was right toward what was right for me. Looking back, I wonder if that’s a lesson I learned from Chloe herself.


If the Hollywood PD guys ever do fork over the twenty bucks for this book, I think they’ll understand why I kept it from them. It’s because Chloe’s story was too important to end up in some filing cabinet at the homicide division. I never once wrote down my private thoughts until the day I met Chloe Gamble. That sounds bizarre, doesn’t it? It’s as if I didn’t even exist until Chloe Gamble walked into my life. Some people around town might tell you that the reverse is true—that she wouldn’t have existed without me. But only I know the real story. Nothing on earth could have prevented Chloe Gamble from becoming a star. She wouldn’t have let it.


Here’s the thing I figured out about Chloe. Sure, she’s beautiful, but there are models in any magazine that are more perfect. Still, if all those models in Vogue or Elle were in a room dressed in lingerie and stilettos and Chloe walked in the door in jeans and a Gap T-shirt, the only girl in the room would be Chloe. And I’m not just talking about men looking at her—I mean the women, too. I knew this about Chloe from the second that I met her, but I didn’t know why until I was up late one night and Ocean’s Eleven came on (not the original Rat Pack Ocean’s Eleven, but the one with Clooney). I was just sitting there in my apartment, alone (as usual), eating some Pinkberry and staring at George, and then it all became clear. In that scene where Clooney is sitting in the casino restaurant talking with Julia Roberts, something in his eyes and the way he cocks his head to the side says, “This is going to be naughty and it’s going to be fun—and it’s only between us, no one else.” That’s how it is when someone meets Chloe, whether it’s a girl or a guy—that’s exactly how she makes them feel, like they are going on some type of private adventure, and you may end up in bed or you may not, but either way, it is going to be a blast.


Rereading this, it seems as if I have some type of girl-crush on my former client. Well, maybe. That’s the thing about Chloe: She takes you places you never dreamed you would go.




The only part of Chloe’s story I don’t know much about is her life before she came to Hollywood. She never talked about it—said it was sixteen years she wanted to forget. Some people call Los Angeles “La-La Land” or “Hollyweird,” but Chloe always said, “Hollywood is the land of forgetting.”


Sweet Sixteen


I spent my last birthday in Texas in the window booth of a Luby’s in Abilene. I remember it clear as day, not because it was my sixteenth birthday but because it was the day I changed my life forever and you tend to remember days like that.


I have nothing against Luby’s. Their food is decent and their air-conditioning is always good, which is crucial in Texas, especially in the summer. But there’s no getting around the fact that Luby’s is a cafeteria and little girls don’t grow up with the dream of spending their sweet sixteen standing in line pushing a plastic tray.


The rich girls in Dallas and Austin get Porsches or new boobs for their sweet sixteen. If you don’t believe me, look it up—the number-one sweet-sixteen gift in the state of Texas is a set of bra-popping tits. I know this for a plain fact because I have to compete against those massive racks nearly every weekend. I may be the only girl in the history of Texas to win twelve straight beauty pageants with her own God-given boobs.


Here’s what you need to know about pageants: They suck because they are rigged. Most times girls know the judges. I mean, who do you think runs the pageants? It’s all the Jaycees and Rotarians. It’s not about how pretty you are or how well you play the damned guitar; it’s about who your daddy plays golf with and how much business he gives the local State Farm agent whose plus-size wife just happens to be the chairwoman of the event.


So if you’re thinking of entering a pageant, don’t. You’ll be up against every local girl who won the Miss Midland Bluebonnet contest or the Odessa 4-H Livestock Queen title. Then you might find yourself sharing the stage at a cheesy Holiday Inn banquet hall with some rich daddy’s girl from River Oaks who travels with a pageant coach, her dance instructor, and a seamstress who custom-designs all her beaded gowns. Or, if you are particularly unlucky, you will come up against me.


I never lose a pageant. That’s not boastful—it is a plain fact. I sing pretty near better than anyone. Spurlock High School (that’s where I’m from—Spurlock, Texas) lost its music program a few years back because of some budget cuts. So I never got any formal coaching on how to sing. During long drives to the junior pageants my mama—her name’s Earlene Gamble but everyone calls her Early—would play whatever AM station came in clear and I’d sing along with every song. After a while, I discovered I could imitate almost anyone; it didn’t matter if it was country, pop, or rock—I could sound like Martina McBride or Gwen Stefani or even Alicia Keys.


Travis—he’s my twin brother—started to turn off the radio and request songs for me to sing. So, as we crisscrossed the great state of Texas on Route 87 from Amarillo to Lubbock or on Interstate 20 from Fort Worth to Pecos, I sang songs that made other people famous and learned which ones worked for me and which ones didn’t.


Some of the wealthy pageant contestants have professional musicians make up digital instrumental CDs so that when they get up to sing, they are accompanied by what sounds like a whole orchestra. I couldn’t afford anything as fancy as that, so I just got up on stage and sang all by my lonesome. You’ve got to be good to sing that way because there is no place to hide if you miss a note. I never miss a note.


But singing (or tap dancing or baton twirling) doesn’t win you pageants. Most girls on the circuit think that Beauty (yes, with a capital B) is what gets you the sash and tiara. These are the contestants with the sweet-sixteen fake boobs, the backless, low-cut ball gowns, and the Vaseline coating their teeth (for more glistening smiles). And if you think a few of these girls don’t try rolling around with some big fat car dealer who happens to be a judge, then you’re just plain naive. These are the girls who take the words “beauty queen” to mean that if you are born with a mane of blond hair and sky-blue eyes, you are truly royalty. These girls are the easiest to beat because most of them are lazy. They think skipping a few biscuits at breakfast is all they have to do to keep their figures and that mascara and hair spray will do the rest. The queen bees are all so focused on how they appear that they overlook the one component of the pageant that can mean the difference between being a loser and winning it all—the interview.


At the end of every pageant, the emcee (usually a sleazy disc jockey from a local radio station or a chamber of congress member who took a theater class at SMU back in the day) asks each contestant a few questions. If you’ve seen the Miss America pageant (the Super Bowl of all pageants), you probably remember some of the lame questions that the emcee asks about world peace or global warming. Trust me on this: Girls who smear Preparation H on their cottage-cheese thighs have nothing important to say about greenhouse gases. Most contestant professionals, the girls with coaches and involved parents, are taught how to reply to the interview questions with noncontroversial answers and a smooth delivery. And that is why I win.


My brother’s soccer coach (Travis is an all-state midfielder) always tells Trav’s team to “attack the enemy where they are weakest.” That’s what I do with the interview questions. If I’m in a cow town, like Waco, I play the “role” of a farm-fresh 4-H girl who is dazzled by all the lights and is so “darn grateful” to be on stage with KTFW 92.1’s morning rock jock. But if I’m up in Dallas, I make sure to show a lot of leg and talk up my aspirations of being a fashion model (total lie) and my desire to attend SMU (even bigger lie).


If you are shocked that I would lie in front of a banquet hall full of people, then you need to grow up. Where does the truth get you? Nowhere is where. You can tell the truth and spend your life taking tickets at the Palace Theater box office in Spurlock—been there, done that. Never again, thank you very much. The reason why I win every pageant is because I hook into the fantasies of the judges. I can’t explain to you why the other contestants don’t do the same thing, except maybe that they’re stupid.


And if you’re wondering why I’m wasting your time going on and on about my tips and tricks for winning beauty pageants, it is because I thought you needed to know why I was the only person sitting in the Abilene Luby’s with a check for ten thousand dollars in my purse.


“You give it here, Clo,” my mama said.


“What about all those other checks? You’ve been putting them in the account, right?” I asked.


Instead of answering me, my mama spoke to my brother. “Trav, can you go up and get me some of that butterscotch pudding? I just love it.”


“Answer her, Mama,” my brother said. He’s no fool—never has been.


“Answer what, darlin’?”


“What did you do with the money?” Travis said.




“There was expenses,” was all my mama could say.


“I guess wine don’t buy itself,” Travis said.


I can honestly say that I only love one person on the face of this earth and that is my brother, Travis. He’s got my back and I have his—and that’s how we’ve both made it this far with the bad hand we’ve been dealt when it comes to parents.


“Some of that money was spent on you! You needed them new soccer shoes!” My mama was getting all out of breath and dramatic, which is the first thing she does when she’s cornered.


“I bought Trav those cleats. And the new tires for the car and the gas and my makeup and the new sewing machine. So what ‘expenses’ are we talking about?” I said.


“You’re just children! You don’t know the first thing about what it takes to run a household! You don’t know the sacrifices I’ve made for you two!” Tears formed at the corner of my mother’s eyes.


Travis looked at me with a slight upward roll of his eyes. Tears and the list of “sacrifices” she has made are always the second act of my mama’s dramatic performances. My brother and I had become so used to ignoring her sloppy theatrics that it surprised me that the rest of the customers at Luby’s couldn’t take their eyes off her.


I have to admit, my mother has a talent for making a scene. She’s almost as good at that as making boxes of wine disappear. In my whole life she has only taught me two valuable things. The first was how to sew. If you are foolish enough to enter the world of pageants without a lot of money, the one and only way you can survive is if you can operate a Singer and make your own ball gowns. The second, and most important, thing my mother taught me was to make sure I never grew up to become like her.


A Luby’s assistant manager came over to check up on us. “Anything I can get y’all?”


“We’d like a new mother, please,” Travis said, which caused me to double over with laughter and my mother’s face to redden.


My mother turned to the manager and said, “Sometimes my son don’t have no more manners than a lizard.”


The assistant manager nodded compassionately. “I got me three lizards of my own,” he said. “You mind your mama now,” he told Travis.


I should mention that my mother is painfully beautiful, so men, like the assistant manager, take her side at all times.


Travis didn’t respond to the assistant manager because he was staring out the plate-glass window at something across the street. My brother’s face had gone slack, as if he’d seen a car crash or something.


My mama and I turned to look out the window at the same time. Across the street a man wearing jeans and a shiny rodeo-champion belt helped a slender girl a few years older than me into his pickup, pausing only to give her a sloppy, wet kiss.
 



The assistant manager was curious as to what we were looking at. “Y’all know that gentleman?”


“That ‘gentleman’ is my daddy,” I said.


This was far too much information for the Luby’s assistant manager. He shot a sympathetic glance at my mama and scuttled away like a crab.


“He said he was checking out a job site near Paradise.” I saw my mama’s fingers closing around a steak knife so I grabbed her wrist.


My daddy repaired air-conditioning systems, so he was always “checking out job sites” when in fact he was tomcatting around with every young thing he could amuse with his old rodeo stories and easy smile.


My father’s pickup drove away and my mother released her grip on the knife.


“Mama, how’s this any different from what we already knew?” I asked.


“Now we seen him!” My mother’s tears were real now.


I couldn’t help it—I found myself feeling sorry for her. That’s a miracle considering most of the time I wish she’d dissolve into thin air.


My mother’s green eyes narrowed. “Wait till he gets home—he’ll get the surprise of his miserable life.”


“That’s right. Because we won’t be there,” I said.


That stopped her. I didn’t know what her big revenge plan was, but I sure knew mine.




“Where we gonna be?” my mama said.


“Los Angeles,” I said as I stood up.


“What?” Travis looked as if he’d been smacked in the face with a mop.


I opened the front door of Luby’s and a gust of oven-hot panhandle air hit me, and I said, “Stick a fork in me—I’m done with Texas.”


E-mail from Travis Gamble


Cooper, sorry I didn’t show up at the Waffle House. Big earthquake in the Gamble family—earth split open, I fell in. Tell Coach I may not be back for spring soccer season. I know, dude, I suck, but it’s not my fault. Chloe got it into her head to take off for LA! We didn’t even stop at home; we just hit Interstate 10 and bailed! I wanted to pick up all my gear and Chloe said, “Everything that’s left behind is what we’re leaving behind.” What’s that even mean? Before you go all ballistic on my ass—tell me, what I was supposed to do? You know the women in my family; somebody has got to watch over them…. Can you do me two favors? Don’t hate my guts, and drive by my house late one night and slash my father’s tires. I’ll make contact as soon as we land someplace—this earthquake isn’t ending anytime soon.
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Nika Mays’s Manuscript Notes: Greenlight Chapter


Every wannabe actor from Pascagoula, Mississippi; Sandusky, Ohio; or Valentine, Nebraska, thinks they know what it means to be a movie star. Movie stars get their pictures on the cover of People magazine, they fly on Gulfstream jets, and they’re given Harry Winston jewelry and Armani gowns to wear on the red carpet. Almost without fail, when a young actress comes to Hollywood, it is the cover shots, private jets, and haute couture she dreams of. But not Chloe Gamble. Here’s what “movie star” meant to Chloe: It meant that her name came first on the call sheet.


Every night, just before wrap, the second assistant director hands each member of a film crew a legal-size sheet of paper. This document tells everyone in every department—from the costume assistant to the studio chairman—what scenes are filming the next day, where those scenes are shooting, what equipment is needed, and who is needed to film them. It’s the single most important piece of paper there is on a movie set, more important even than the script. This piece of paper is known as the call sheet.


Sure, the call sheet has headings for the transportation department and the catering people. It’s got listings for grips, cameras, wardrobe, and stunts. But the most important section is the one labeled “Cast.” Cast members are listed by role. But their placement on the call sheet is not random. In fact, the cast list on the call sheet reveals the single most important fact about the production. Only one cast member may be listed first on the call sheet and that person is the star. The star is who makes the movie go, the one who gets it “greenlit.” That is the person who makes the most money and therefore has the most power.




Chloe Gamble didn’t know what a call sheet was when she arrived in Los Angeles. But whether she knew the lingo or not, she was planning for the moment when she saw her name at the top. Of course Chloe wanted to make money (everyone does), but she wanted money only as a means to accumulate power. Because power, especially greenlight power, meant that not one person on earth could tell Chloe Gamble what to do. But no one getting off the proverbial bus starts at the top. Most wannabe stars begin way, way at the bottom, in a beige stucco rental unit at the Oakwood Apartments in Burbank.


That’s right—Burbank, California (or, as it is known on any one of the three hundred smoggy days a year, “Blurblank”). It’s in the San Fernando Valley. Home to more major studios than anyplace else on earth. That’s right—Disney, Universal, and Warner Brothers, not to mention the networks. ABC, CBS, and NBC are there, and lots of the smaller cable nets, too. Forget Hollywood—that’s just where the tourists go. The San Fernando Valley (just call it “The Valley”—it might as well be the only valley in California) is where the real work of showbiz gets done.


So if you want to be a star, Burbank is where you’d better be, at least during pilot season. Everybody says there are no seasons in Los Angeles, but they’re wrong. There’s summer, and there’s pilot season.


It starts around December and runs through April. That’s when the television networks create all their new offerings—a bunch of shows written, shot, and produced every year, most of which never make it onto a single TV in the country. Maybe 5 percent of them get picked up and put on the TV schedule, and the people involved in those fledgling shows stand a tiny chance of getting noticed, of getting famous. But that’s enough incentive to bring thousands of actors to town every year, each one of them hoping and praying to land a pilot. It’s like a massive migration of birds, only instead of flying south for the winter, the actors fly west, to Burbank. And they descend on the Oakwood Apartments. The studios and one-bedrooms fill up with twentysomethings desperate for a speaking part on the newest CSI spin-off. But the two-bedrooms are usually taken up by families. Child actors are required by law to come with a parent or legal chaperone in tow. They settle into the Oakwood and pretend that the full kitchen (complete with microwave) in their unit means that their lives will still be normal there.


Not true. Because the second they step out the door, they find them—the parasites. That’s what Chloe used to call them, anyway. The acting coaches, the stylists, the photographers. The wannabe managers. All the people who want to make it in the Business and who plan to do it by attaching themselves like remoras to the Next Big Thing. They know the actors will all be at the Oakwood, so they make sure they’re at the Oakwood, too. Talk to some stage mother from Dubuque while you’re sucking back a Red Bull by the pool, and the next thing you know, you’re managing her son who wants to be the next Shia LaBeouf. Offer to shoot some artsy photos for the eighteen-year-old high school musical star from Charleston, and soon enough you can seduce her into starring in your next porno. (Did I mention that the Valley is the porn capital of the world? Yeah, those people know about the Oakwood, too.)


But why pilot season? Don’t these actors want to be movie stars? Who cares about TV? I’ll tell you who—anybody with half a brain. Take a sixteen-year-old from Spurlock, Texas, like Chloe Gamble. She arrives in town with nothing, and she needs to pay the rent. Sure, it would be nice to get a minor role in an indie film. Or a tiny part in a studio picture. She might even get noticed. But she won’t get paid nearly enough money to live on in Los Angeles. This is a pricey town. What she needs is a job with steady pay, and not one that involves refilling Heinz ketchup bottles. If an actor lands a part in a successful TV show, she gets a paycheck every week. It’s almost like having a real nine-to-five job, only the pay is exponentially better. The seventh guy on the call sheet (if he’s a series regular) makes about twelve thousand dollars per episode. If he is lucky enough to be in a show that gets picked up for twenty-two weeks, that’s two hundred and sixty-four thousand dollars for nine months’ work.


For lots of actors, that would be enough—more than enough. They’d get their faces onto Access Hollywood, they’d make a little fuck-you money, and they’d be able to move out of the Oakwood and into a pretty sweet house in the Hollywood Hills. But it wasn’t enough for Chloe Gamble. She never planned to stop until she became part of the smallest minority in show business—the group of A-list actresses who, when they accept the starring role in a movie, trigger the studio to fully fund the production and greenlight the film. At any given time, there are only two or three actresses who have that kind of power. Chloe wanted to be a greenlight girl.


Home Sweet Oakwood


The drive from Abilene to Los Angeles was plenty long enough for me to make the list. My mama and Travis were annoyed that I wouldn’t take a turn or two at the wheel, but I had my weekly stack of celebrity mags to read through and I didn’t want to get distracted.


“It’ll be a while before you get your face in those rags,” my mama said, leaning over from the backseat. Travis was driving and I had permanent shotgun. I hate being in back. You can’t see a thing, not that there was much to see. The desert in California seemed to stretch out to forever.


“I don’t see why we gotta spend good money on a bunch of trashy magazines every week,” my mama went on.


“You’re just mad because we didn’t let you buy a six-pack of Zima at the last pit stop,” Travis said.


“Besides, these magazines are research,” I said.


My mama just snorted, but Travis looked at me in surprise. “You looking for hair and makeup tips?”


“Nope. I’m finding out everything there is to know about teen actresses.”




Travis frowned. “What’s there to know? They’re all in rehab or pregnant.”


“Exactly. Lindsay, Miley, Britney, Britney’s little sister—all got rich and famous and they all screwed it up.”


“Those Spears girls treat their mama like dirt,” a voice said from the backseat.


“There’s nothing you can learn from those losers,” Trav said.


“Except what not to do,” I said. “These girls’ lives are like a road map of every mistake you can possibly make. That’s why I’m making my list.”


“What list is that?”


“My Not-to-Do list. I’m going to get famous like those other girls, but I’m not going to do anything to flush it down the toilet like they did.”


The thing about Trav is, he gets it. Right away he shot back with “Number one: Don’t get a tattoo of your boyfriend’s name on your ass and show it off to all the paparazzi.”


I grinned. “Number two: Don’t smoke crack in front of a surveillance camera.”


“That ain’t funny,” my mama said from the back. “That crack ruins your teeth.”


I shot Travis a sideways look. “Number three: Don’t let your crazy mama manage your career.”


While my brother laughed, I slipped on my earbuds to drown out Mama’s squawking. Thank God I had them in the car when we took off from Luby’s. My iPod is old and doesn’t have much memory, but I couldn’t live without it. Pageants are all about waiting—waiting for your turn to get in front of the makeup mirror, waiting for your turn to go onstage, and waiting for the judges to “build up the drama” and announce the winner. When I plug into my music, it’s like I’m transported to a world all my own and I can think.


Recently, I’d been listening to a lot of J.Lo for inspiration. There’s a bunch of singers I could name that have better voices, but there’s one thing you’ve got to give to J.Lo—she’s a chick who made herself famous by sheer force of will. I bet she didn’t care if her mama complained all the way from Abilene to Los Angeles. I bet she didn’t listen to her mama at all.


Not-to-Do List




	1. Don’t get sloppy drunk.


	2. Don’t drive drunk.


	3. Don’t get caught driving drunk.


	4. Don’t abandon your Mercedes after driving drunk.


	5. Don’t go out without makeup.


	6. Don’t go out without panties.


	7. Don’t make out with a girl.


	8. Don’t get ugly tattoos.


	9. Don’t get ugly piercings.


	
10. Don’t show your ugly tattoos or piercings.



	11. Don’t go to airports with weaponry.


	12. Don’t lip-synch, ever.


	13. Don’t barf in public.


	14. Don’t sunbathe naked.


	15. Don’t have a fistfight with your boyfriend. Or his ex.


	16. Don’t shave your head.


	17. Don’t shop for feminine products in front of the paparazzi.


	18. Don’t date DJs.


	19. Don’t date out-of-work musicians.


	20. Don’t date musicians with drug addictions.


	21. Don’t date anyone who sells drugs.


	22. Don’t do Lenny Kravitz.


	23. Don’t check into the hospital for “exhaustion.”


	24. Don’t check into rehab for anything.


	25. Don’t claim a sex addiction.


	26. Don’t take nude photos with your boyfriend.


	27. Don’t make a sex tape with your boyfriend.


	28. Don’t forget to destroy all nude photos and sex tapes when you break up with your boyfriend.


	29. Don’t get pregnant, ever.


	30. Don’t shoplift.


	31. Don’t steal from a department store and claim it was research.


	32. Don’t shoot anyone.


	33. Don’t go on trial for shooting anyone.


	34. Don’t go to jail, ever.







The Oakwood Apartments were totally booked.


My mama pleaded with the girl (who had multiple nose piercings) at the desk. “Not even just a room?”


I could tell Miss Nose Ring wanted to roll her eyes, but she didn’t. “It’s, um, pilot season.”


“What’s that mean?” my mama asked, turning to me.


“A pilot is the first episode of a TV show. But—”


“I wanna see the manager,” my mama cut me off, turning back to the desk girl.


Travis leaned in to talk into my ear. “She’s hoping it’s a guy.”


“So am I,” I said back. Mama might be a loser, but she’s no idiot. She knows it’s easier to get men to do what you want, long as you got a nice ass.


When the manager showed up, I breathed a sigh of relief. He was a middle-aged balding guy who spoke with an accent; it could’ve been Middle Eastern or maybe Italian. I couldn’t tell. We never saw many foreigners in Spurlock. He had a little nametag on his breast pocket that read “Omar.” My mama gave him her best smile and took that moment to adjust the strap on her bra. That’s an international language.


“I surely hope you can help me,” Mama said. “My Chloe here tells me this is the only place to stay in LA. She read about y’all in Us magazine or something.”


Actually, I’d found the Oakwood in a Google search at the library back home, but whatever. Their website said they were the closest place to all kinds of studios, but then again, their website advertised a whole slew of available apartments and now they were booked. Don’t believe everything you read online.


“Well, we are very crowded right now.” The manager stared at Mama’s bra strap and what was beneath it. He didn’t even try to hide it. “All of the bigger apartments are occupied.”


Mama leaned forward. “All we need is a room.”


“A studio,” I put in.


The guy’s eyes flicked to me, then back to my mama.


“I have a one-bedroom,” he said. “It’s more expensive than the studios, but it’s the only vacancy I have. It’s been closed for renovations on the kitchen—”


“Done deal,” I said.


“How much more than a studio is it?” Travis asked. He glanced at me. God bless those with practical minds.


“Three thousand a month. Two-month deposit,” the manager said quickly. He didn’t bother to look at Trav.


“That’s too rich for our blood,” my brother said.


“Omar, these children have just been through a frightful experience with their good-for-nothing daddy.” Mama put her arms comfortingly on Trav’s and my shoulders. “You think you can find it in your heart to take just the first month’s rent?” She then pulled Trav and me slightly behind her so that she was all the manager could look at. “Soon as I find work, I’ll get you the rest. I promise, Omar.”




I thought Mama might have overdone it by mentioning the poor manager’s name twice. Omar just stared at her, thinking it over. Mama slowly pushed her long hair back over her shoulder, letting her hand linger for a while. It was a classic move; almost every contestant in a pageant has one. For some reason men find slow movements sexy—don’t ask me why. The hair/shoulder move was my mama’s secret weapon, sure to work on cops who pulled her over for DUI and on stubborn landlord types.


“Okay, one month,” he said. “Just don’t tell any of your neighbors.” I noticed that beads of sweat had formed on Omar’s forehead.


When we got to the apartment, I threw myself down onto the bed and let Travis deal with the kitchen. The landlord had said the dishwasher wasn’t working, but I figured my brother could fix it in about ten minutes. Hard to believe that a broken dishwasher meant they couldn’t rent the place out.


“Don’t get too comfortable,” my mama said from the doorway of the bedroom. “Mama gets the bed.”


“You do not.” I rolled over onto my stomach and stared her down. “The one who pays the rent gets the bed.”


Mama laughed. “Don’t get a swelled head, Clo. You ain’t no star yet.”


“You just wait.”


Travis stuck his head into the room. “It’s a queen-size bed. You two should share it,” he said. “I’ll take the couch.”




I sighed. Travis always knew how to snip the little red wire and diffuse the dynamite. And besides, as soon as I got an acting job I’d be moving out of the Oakwood and into a place with a queen-size—no, make that king-size—bed of my own. Maybe I wouldn’t even give my mama the address.


 


Mama was snoring when I woke up the next day. At some point in the night, she must have dug out a bottle of wine she’d squirreled away in the trunk of our beaten-up Ford, because I smelled it on her breath. I left her there, tangled up in the polyester sheets, and headed out to the kitchen. Travis was busy rummaging through a cupboard, wearing only his boxers.


“There’s not a single thing in this place that isn’t beige,” he said. “Even the coffee mugs are beige.”


“The painting over the couch has a purple flower in it,” I said. “Besides, it’s nicer than our place back home. It’s got a balcony.”


“Overlooking the parking lot.” Travis glanced over at me. “You think Dad noticed we’re gone yet?”


“Don’t know, don’t care,” I said. “He’s just some of the baggage we left behind. From now on we live here, in the land of forgetting.”


“Act much?” Travis said. He handed me a steaming mug. “They left us a couple free tea bags in the drawer.”


“Nice.” I took a sip of the Lipton. I refuse to drink coffee: It ruins your skin.




“Whoever had this place last forgot to cancel their newspaper subscription. I found this outside. Also these.” Travis dropped a USA Today and a stack of business cards onto the tiny kitchen table.


I ignored the headlines and checked out the cards. “Photographer—head shots,” I read out loud.


“Head shots? Sounds like hunting more than photography,” Trav said as he took a sip of tea and grimaced. Trav was hooked on iced coffee or any cold drink Starbucks served.


I kept looking through the business cards. “Stylist. Manager. Another photographer. Acting coach. Acting coach. Acting coach. Homeschool tutor.”


“What’s that all about?” Travis asked, grabbing the sports section.


“I’m not sure,” I said. “Back home, the exterminators always leave their cards under the door, looking to get hired. Maybe that’s what these people are doing.”


“Seems kind of pathetic. Is that how you get jobs in Hollywood?” Travis said.


“I don’t know how to get jobs here.”


Travis frowned. “Then what are we gonna do? Ten thousand is a lot of money, but it won’t last long in this city. We’re out three thousand already for this apartment. We still have to buy food and clothes. I’ve been wearing the same jeans for four days.”


“Mama’s gonna have to find a job,” I said.




Travis snorted. “We are shit out of luck if we’re counting on Mama.”


“I HEARD that, darlin’,” my mama yelled from the bedroom.


“Don’t worry, Trav. I won all those pageants. I’ll win here,” I said.


“I don’t know much, but this place ain’t Abilene.”


“We’ve got seven thousand dollars and a beige apartment with a balcony. We’re gonna be just fine,” I said, without much behind it.


“Well, don’t go hiring any acting coaches or stylists. We can’t afford it,” Travis said.


“I don’t need coaching or styling,” I told him. I flipped through the cards again. “But we are going to visit this photographer. Get dressed.”


 


Her name was Jude Morgan. Tell the truth, I didn’t know if she was going to be a guy or a girl until she opened the door. Jude Law was the only person I knew with that name.


“Chloe?” she asked. “Come on in.”


“This is my brother, Travis,” I told her.


“Twins?”


“Good eye,” Travis said with his best lady-killer smile.


“Comes with the job,” Jude said, smiling back.


I smirked at my brother. Jude was just his type—tall, lanky, brunette. Like every cheerleader he’d ever dated back in Texas. He didn’t go for blondes. I don’t know why, but with Jude, I got the sense that poor Travis was fighting way out of his weight class.


“Have you been interviewing photographers for a while?” Jude asked me as we sat on her beige sofa.


“You’re the first.”


“To what do I owe the honor?” she asked.


“You were the only business card that had an address at the Oakwood,” I said. “We don’t know our way around town yet.”


Jude laughed. “Buy a Thomas Brothers map. You’ll need it. I’ve been here for six months and I still get lost.”


“Where are you from, Jude?” Travis asked. My brother is cute, but he’s not too complicated. Jude didn’t seem to mind the flirting.


“I went to art school in New Mexico,” she said. “But I want to do fashion photography, and believe me, there’s no fashion in Albuquerque. So I came here. You?” Jude looked back at me, her eyes traveling up and down my body. Now I knew why Travis was getting no play.


“We just rolled in from Texas,” I said.


“You’ll do great,” she said, still staring at me. “You’ve got it.”


“That’s a fact,” I said.


“And she’s modest,” Travis felt the need to add.


“Modest girls don’t end up stars,” Jude said with a shrug.


I held up Jude’s business card. “All actresses need head shots?”




She gave me a little half smile. “Only if they are interested in a little thing we like to call ‘work.’”


“Near as I can figure, I need to get my first check by the end of next month.”


Jude laughed and said, “Please don’t lose that.”


“Lose what?” I said.


“The honesty. It’s the first thing to go,” Jude said. “I take it you are low on money?”


“If by ‘low’ you mean almost none,” Travis piped in.


“And I suppose you don’t know a soul out here in the business?”


“Just you,” I said with a smile.


Jude got quiet for a minute and looked straight at me as if deciding on something. She was probably studying my crooked nose. It sounds ugly, but it’s actually cute. People like imperfections, one more thing most pageant girls never understood. My crooked nose makes me seem approachable. I wasn’t uncomfortable with the silence or her direct gaze. I was sure she wasn’t coming on to me. I’d seen a lot of that at the pageants and this was different. I felt like I was back at the closing-interview portion of a beauty contest, when the judges were deciding about me.


“I’ll make you a deal,” she finally said. “I’ll tell you everything I know about Burbank, or Hollywood, whatever, and in return, I want you to pose for me.”


“Pose?” I asked.




“Head shots,” Jude said.


“How much?” my brother, Mr. Practical, asked.


“No charge.”


I was stumped. That doesn’t happen often.


“Hold on, that don’t seem right,” Travis said, voicing my thoughts. “You give Chloe the lay of the land and take her picture? For free? What’s in it for you?”


“An investment,” Jude said. “Chloe is gorgeous, don’t you think, Travis?


“For a sister.” Which is the answer Trav always gives when asked about my looks.


“So if she makes it big, and I have this feeling she will, I can say I helped her get her start. It’ll land me better clients, and maybe someday I’ll get where it is I want to go.”


“Where’s that?” I said.


“Anywhere out of the Oakwood,” Jude said with a smile.


“Before I say yes, can I see your portfolio?” I said.


Trav kicked me under the table. “Clo…”


“It’s okay, Travis. Free head shots that suck aren’t going to help your sister.” Jude opened up a large black leather portfolio filled with the most beautiful photographs I’d ever seen—as good as the ones in Vogue or Elle. There were almost no pictures of men, only women.


“See, Chloe, I’m you but with a camera,” Jude said.


“And modest,” I said.


“Modest girls don’t end up stars,” Jude said with a smile. And right there, in that very moment, I knew she was going to be my first friend in Hollywood.


“Okay, done deal. So what else do I need?” I asked. “Head shots—what else?”


Jude flipped the plastic-coated pages of her portfolio to find a head shot of a pert-looking blonde. She pulled it out of the plastic sleeve and flipped it over. On the back of the photograph, there was the actress’s name and a list of the productions she’d been in.


“A résumé, for starters,” Jude said.


“Résumé? We just got here,” Travis said. “What’s Chloe supposed to put on it?”


“I won beauty pageants,” I said. “A lot of them. Should I stick that on a résumé, or would I get laughed at?”


“Do you have anything else to put on there?” Jude asked, although I could tell she already knew the answer.


“Not a damn thing.”


“Then play it up, beauty queen,” she said. “All actors need to be a certain type. Casting agents like to put people into categories—it makes their job easier. So when some show needs a fresh-faced cheerleader or beauty-queen type to be the hero’s girlfriend, you’re the one they’ll call. Get it?”


“Can you shoot my head shots so I’ll look like that type?” I asked.


Jude grinned. “You catch on fast. We’ll do full-on pageant shots, and then I’ll do some other more edgy shots just to give you a range. You around this afternoon? We can catch the late sunlight and do some outdoor shots.”


“And maybe hang at Starbucks afterward,” Travis said. “You know, as a way to say thanks.”


I had to bite my lip to keep from teasing him. Trav was used to having girls throw themselves at him—Jude was knocking him off his game.


“Thanks, Travis, but I think I’m a little too old for you and a little too gay,” Jude said.


“Seriously?” Travis said.


“Seriously,” Jude said.


I swear, if Jude could’ve taken my brother’s picture in that instant, she would’ve had a huge Internet sensation on her hands: “Texas hick meets his first lesbian.” It was hilarious.


Jude glanced at me. “But if you ever decide to swing the other way, you let me know.”


“We’re twins, remember?” I said. “That means you’re too old for me, too.”


“Girls mature faster.” Jude smiled. “See you this afternoon? Wear a shirt without a pattern. Oh, and more makeup than usual. The camera washes people out.”


“I’ll paint on my pageant makeup—that’ll get her done,” I said. “Let’s go, Trav.”


Travis followed me to the door, his face red as a tomato. He turned to Jude just as we were about to leave. “Sorry. I just…I’ve never met anybody gay before,” he said.




“Yes you have. You just didn’t know it,” Jude said. “Or they didn’t know it.”


Travis thought about that. “I always wondered about my friend Bobby, y’know? He was always looking at me….”


“I’ll bet he was.” Jude chuckled. “You’re as hot as your sister. Maybe you should be an actor, too.”


“No way,” Travis said. “I’m just the brother. Chloe is the star.”


 


We found my mama out by the huge rectangular pool in the middle of the apartment complex. She was sprawled out on one of the beige chaise lounges with her shirt unbuttoned; trying to pass off her bra like it was a bikini top.


“At least she’s got her pants on,” Travis said.


I could have thought of a thousand funny responses to that, but I got distracted by the people Mama was talking to. Well, one of the people she was talking to. A girl about my age, with long, straight hair—blond, with a nice set of honey brown lowlights—a perfect body, and a nose by a seriously talented plastic surgeon. In Texas we would have called her a pageant panther.


She locked on to me the second I stepped through the gate surrounding the pool area, and I could feel her defenses go right up as sure as if she’d just pulled a gun on me. I wasn’t offended. I felt the same way about her.


“Clo, hon, come meet Kimber and her mom,” my mama called. “They’re here for that pilot season thing, too!”




“Shocker,” I whispered. Travis laughed.


“This here’s my girl, Chloe,” Mama told Kimber and her thin, pale mother. “And her twin brother, Travis.”


“Kimber Reeve,” my competition said with a fake smile, reaching out to shake my hand. “My mom is Anne.”


“Anne Williams,” the mother put in. “Kimber uses her middle name for professional purposes.”


“It’s a SAG thing,” Kimber said, making sure to look past me to show she was already bored with this conversation.


“Well, there’s just nothin’ at all saggin’ on you!” I said with my utmost Texas twang. “I think it’ll be years ’fore you start to sag.”


Travis and my mama stared at me, but I ignored them.


“Um, SAG? The Screen Actors Guild? When you join it, if you ever do, you’ll have to find a name no one else has,” Kimber said through clenched teeth. “They won’t let you use your own name if somebody else got there first. When I got my card, there was already a Kimber Williams.”


I knew exactly what SAG was and what the rules were, but for the moment it was more important I rattle Kimber’s cage.


“Kimber is also an Equity member back in New York,” her mother said. “But that’s for stage work. SAG is for film.”


“New York?” I gasped. “Y’all aren’t really from Manhattan?”


“We live in Connecticut—Darien,” Kimber’s mom said, as if it meant something.




“But I’ve done theater in the city,” Kimber added. “Off Broadway, at the Public.”


I don’t know much about Broadway, except that every pageant judge in the state of Texas thought I should be on it after hearing me sing. But I found it important that Kimber mentioned it right away—it must carry some currency here in Los Angeles. Noted.


I gazed at Kimber as if she were Angelina Jolie and said, “Y’all are just soooo experienced! I bet little old you has just got about a million auditions set up!”


“Five this coming week,” Kimber said, warming up now that she’d established her superiority over me. “My agent says I’m on the short list for all five shows. Hopefully I’ll get offers on two or three and then we can leverage that into a bidding war.”


I made sure to gasp again with awe. “You haven’t met any honest-to-goodness stars, have you?”


Even though Kimber was from some fancy place like Darien, Connecticut (or at least it sounded fancy), I could see she liked the idea of having a groupie to impress. It proved something I’d always thought—scratch a socialite and underneath you’ll find a beauty queen.


“Tomorrow I’m testing for the network for Virgin.” She paused, and I could tell she expected me to faint with envy.


“What’s that?” my mama asked.


I needed to play the part just a little bit longer, so I said, “Well, it’s just the most important new TV show in the world, Mama! I saw an itty-bitty story about it on that Access Hollywood.”


Kimber’s mother seemed like she would have preferred to be anywhere else at the moment instead of chatting with a bunch of trailer trash who had just rolled into town from Nosepick, USA. “It’s the Todd Linson pilot for NBC. It’s his first foray into television,” Kimber’s mother said. “It stars Anders Lee and—”


“Me. After three thirty tomorrow,” Kimber said, making sure to put her hands on her hips for emphasis.


“Aren’t you nervous?” I said, as if Kimber were going into battle in Iraq.


“My father says nerves are for losers.” Kimber smiled as she said this but never let her eyes stray from mine.


I saw my brother’s jaw tighten.


“That sounds harsh, dear,” Kimber’s mom said. “Your dad is a bond trader, so what does he know about auditioning?”


I didn’t know what a bond trader did, but it was clear Kimber had deep financial backing to pursue what she wanted. That made her particularly dangerous. My own father’s form of support was to keep a pageant schedule on the visor in his truck so he would know when Mama, Travis, and I would be out of town so he could stop by Spurlock Pharmacy, pick up a box of condoms, and go call on his “lady friends.”


“Y’all didn’t get to meet Anders Lee, did ya?” Mama asked. “Now, that is my kind of man. Didn’t he win one of those Academy things?”


“No, Mama, he lost to Russell Crowe,” I said. “But I’d sure as heck be nervous just about meetin’ him—I can’t imagine actually actin’ with him! You didn’t really, did you?”


Kimber gave me a superior smile. “Once. And he’ll read with me again at the network test tomorrow.”


Kimber’s mom gathered up her purse, BlackBerry, and keys. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, Kimber is meeting with her acting coach in ten minutes. It was so nice meeting all of you.”


“Break a leg, Kimber,” I said with as much syrupy sweetness as possible.


“Tell us all about that hunky Anders Lee if we bump into you again,” my mama said.


“Oh, I’m sure we’ll see each other again,” Kimber said, looking only at me.


“Oh, count on it!” I said.


As soon as Kimber and her mother left the pool area, my brother turned to me and said, “Okay, what the hell was that? Why were you talking that way?”


My mother ignored Travis and said, “You get what you need?”


There are moments, maybe once a month or so, when my mother is not half stupid. “Just enough,” I said to her.


Travis was frustrated. “What are you two talking about?”


“Girl stuff,” was all I said.




E-mail from Travis Gamble


Coop! How’s Spurlock? Feels like I’ve been gone for a year, even though it’s less than a week. We live in LA now, in some apartment complex my sister found. It’s no big deal, except for the pool.


Remember that time we were checking out Maxim magazine and you said, “Where the fuck do these chicks live?” Well, now I can tell you—they live right here in the Oakwood! There’s one of them in the swimming pool right now and five others lying around in the smallest bikinis I’ve ever seen. I miss home and all, but I have to say I am enjoying the view here!


Chloe’s on a mission to become famous. Apparently step one is to get a bunch of pictures taken of your face and send them all over the place. They call them head shots. Like, who wants to see an actress’s head? There are lots of other more interesting body parts!


Anyway, it’s stupid. But the photographer we found is scorching. And she’s a lesbian! Hottest. Thing. Ever. Chloe had her first photo shoot today. You know her—she’s a natural. I think she just pretended the camera was a beauty-pageant judge. And I got Jude—she’s the hot photographer—to take some head-shot pictures of me, too. I’m not sure why—just in case, right? I’ll e-mail one when I get them. Coach can throw darts at it when he hears I’m not coming back. Later, dude.


P.S. If you see my dad, DO NOT TELL HIM WHERE WE ARE.
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