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For Li, Pops, Ma, Kors, and E


GITTES

I want to know what you’re worth—over ten million?

CROSS

Oh, my, yes.

GITTES

Then why are you doing it? How much better can you eat? What can you buy that you can’t already afford?

CROSS

The future, Mr. Gittes—the future.

Robert Towne
Chinatown (1974)



Welcome to the Mailroom


Don’t be afraid to not be yourself. I hear this while walking back into the mailroom after a few early morning runs upstairs that consisted of carrying a metal statue of Groucho Marx to the third-floor reception, replenishing Red Vines and dark chocolate Hershey’s Kisses to the seven kitchens throughout the building, and setting up the main conference room with a spread from Barney Greengrass for the weekly motion picture breakfast meeting, which, in my opinion, featured too much kippered salmon and white fish salad. Stan, the head of the mailroom, is patting a new trainee on the arm with a pudgy hand and saying, “Don’t be afraid to not be yourself.” The words, which I’m struggling to identify as a joke or real advice, hang in the air like a Coldwater Canyon fog as I adjust and tighten the knot of my solid navy Thom Browne tie, smooth my eyebrows out with the tips of my fingers, and inhale deeply, readying myself for another day.

Two months into the job, and I already know how the beast breathes.

That’s why more than half the agents and executives in town start in agency mailrooms. It’s the first six months of our lives—it’s where it all begins.

It’s where you discover who to respect, who to ignore, who to watch out for, who’s the hottest client, who to fuck, who wants it for the power, who wants it for the money, who drinks, who’s on drugs, who cheats, who’s gay, who cares, who’s dangerous, who’s manic, who’s afraid, who to avoid, who’s weak, who steals, who’s next, who’s watching who, who actually reads, and who, if anybody, knows anything at all.

“What makes a better lube—blood, cum, or spit?” Ty asks, flashing a Joker grin after Stan exits the mailroom.

All heads turn toward Tyler. Eager fucks in tailor-made and designer suits, all holding today’s issue of Variety and cups of some caffeine-infused drink.

“Blood, I’m sure of it. Positive.” Kev strikes first.

“HIV positive!” Ty adds in a flash, slapping fives with Kev, as most of us are now laughing in unison. It’s more sick than funny, but we’re all cackling regardless, especially Perry from the Palisades, who is really dying, while the other Perry, Perry Eisenberg, really isn’t enjoying the show. He’s just sitting there, acting aloof and ignoring everything, waiting for the impending 10:00 a.m. mail run while twirling a thin gray tie with a manicured finger, probably thinking he’s too good for all this, which I assure you is not the case. The new trainee, a black dude who I haven’t yet introduced myself to, stares at all of us, lost in first-day awkwardness.

“Well, let’s make sure of it,” Kevin continues, as all eyes, except Eisenberg’s, turn to Andrew, who just came out of the deep dark closet, which really wasn’t necessary because he’s so obviously a homosexual that the thought of him going down on a girl is about as far off as the thought of him ever being promoted to agent—it’s not happening. But they love gays around here, so he’s definitely got a chance to be pounded in the ass for a few years; and they love nothing more than to pound anything in the ass. Actually, he fits in quite well, since there are more gay people here than I’ve ever been exposed to in my entire life. More than the audience at a Kathy Griffin show, more than any Saturday night on Santa Monica Boulevard between Fairfax and Doheny, and many more than that beach in Mykonos where my boy Cohen beat up some German dude who tried to fist him when we blacked out at the Tropicana Beach Bar while vacationing during my year abroad.

I fit in quite nicely around here, too. Lucky enough to be Jewish and from Beverly Hills, lucky enough to have rich parents who will support me until I’m forty if need be (but that will not be necessary), lucky enough to have a father in the business with a Rolodex of contacts longer than Milton Berle’s dick (Industry Fact: Milton Berle had a huge fucking dick). Most important, I’m lucky enough not to have to give a shit about most people around me, which is absolutely essential, ’cause sooner or later I will have to fuck them all up in order to ascend the canyons, scale the Hollywood sign, and piss on anyone trying to follow me.

I’ll be promoted before my peers through hard work or by making them look bad—whichever’s quickest. I’ll steal information and clients, fuck girlfriends and wives (wives get me harder than girlfriends, they need it more), and I’ll talk so much shit behind all their backs, drop so much information to Nikki Finke, Perez Hilton, and editors at Us Weekly, create so much chaos in their lives, that no one will be left standing.

Kevin asks Andrew again about natural human lubes and there’s no answer; he just laughs it off, blows each of us a kiss, and goes back to daintily turning the pages of Variety as if everyone was kidding about wanting to know what the best lube is, which is mostly true, but I’m sure Kevin and Tyler weren’t kidding. They seem remarkably curious about lubes and continue to press for an answer.

“This is so blah,” Alisa declares while skimming an issue of Entertainment Weekly, not enjoying the banter, which she usually does. Either her mother really is a lesbian (a rumor that’s been swirling and even though Alisa and I are fucking, I haven’t cared enough to ask) or she’s just on her period and not in the mood. That would certainly explain why her skin is so blotchy today.

“Blood, huh? I think so,” Kevin adds, ignoring Alisa while sipping a triple cappuccino from Bristol Farms, causing Perry from the Palisades to snicker.

“It hurts so good,” Tyler says, making humping motions in Andrew’s direction as Alisa shakes her head, a slight grin breaking through.

I tighten the knot on the Thom Browne again, centering it against my neck, digesting the clownish routine of these buffoons who I’ve grown close with since losing track of the majority of my high school and college friends. Stan reenters the scene, a gust of smoke trailing him into the mailroom, and erupts, “Knock it the fuck off! You’re all fags until you get a desk and then you’ll be fucking idiots, but you’ll always be my bitches. It’s 10:00 a.m., so man your carts, ladies.”

That’s the beauty of being in the mailroom at a Hollywood talent agency, whether you’re twenty-two and fresh out of USC like me or a twenty-six-year-old Stanford Law School graduate, you’re destined to make $450 for an approximately seventy-hour week while answering to Stan, a forty-five-year-old, bald, failed actor with three kids who lives in Glendale and shops at Old Navy, who makes an embarrassing amount of money and wields no power whatsoever outside this tiny room in Beverly Hills where he’s telling you who, what, where, when, why, and how. And you better fucking listen or you’ll be gone like Keyser Söze.



The Life


The agency business goes back well over a century to the vaudeville days of the entertainment industry. Book a performer in a gig that pays ten bucks and take a dollar for your time. It’s that simple. Book Tom Cruise in Mission: Impossible, which paid him well over $60 million with his back-end participation, and take at least $6 million for your time. It’s that simple. It’s also that lucrative … so find some fucking clients.

If Hollywood had a Mount Rushmore, the faces of Swifty Lazar, Lew Wasserman, and Michael Ovitz would be chiseled into a rock formation that isn’t currently housing the estates of numerous, less-deserving agents in the hills. Those animals paved the way, they changed everything and everyone knows it. They’re why style is a must, why sharks get fed, and, most important, why power and respect have been seized from studios and producers. Ever see the movie A Day Without a Mexican? Don’t worry, no one did. But try to imagine a day without an agent and see how far you get. Swifty, Lew, and Mike wrestled the keys to the castle away, and, trust me, we aren’t giving those back anytime soon.

The day begins with the 10:00 a.m. mail run and it’s the first of five throughout the day, and by far the busiest. Every agent receives his or her Daily Variety, Hollywood Reporter (once a week of course), and any other mail, business or personal, that came in that morning. Runs are divided by floors, floors are divided by departments, and departments are divided for the most part by assholes. So, if you want to be a TV agent, make sure you’re delivering mail and being seen on the second floor, which holds the entire Television Department. If you want to be a motion picture agent, make sure you’re on the third floor. And if you want to work in voice-over, below-the-line, or comedy bookings, your life is going to suck and it really doesn’t matter what floor that happens on.

I take the third floor because I’m going to be an MP lit agent, which, for you civilians, means I’m going to represent writers and directors who make movies. Lots of kids come here only wanting to represent actors, thinking that shit is glamorous, thinking they’re going to catch some contact fame by getting photographed on a red carpet and end up on WireImage or Getty Images, or if they’re crazy lucky like John Campisi, Jim Toth, or Jason Trawick they’ll end up getting blessed in Us Weekly. But my dad, who was a talent agent once upon a time, warned me on numerous occasions to stick to working with writers and directors. One of my more vivid memories was during my eleventh birthday party at Universal Studios, when my father studied a woman dressed as Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz posing for pictures with kids. He leaned over as my friends and I were eating Doc Brown’s chicken and said, “Actors are good for two things, boys, fucking in the mouth and divorcing.” The truth is, I have some interest in representing actors and being the next Huvane or Whitesell, being bigger than my dad ever was as a talent agent, but I can’t walk that line right now. Dad has his beliefs and would stop payment on my blacked-out X5 if I strayed from this path, and I simply can’t have that.

Today it’s my absolute pleasure to show around the new trainee. His name is Derek and he seems nice, but one of the first things he tells me is how much he wants to work in MP lit, so I’m lying about the company, my experience, and pretty much everything else but my name to casually discourage him. A lot of people say, be nice to everyone you meet in this business because you never know, that person may be your boss tomorrow or you may need a favor from them one day. Well, my father has been one of the biggest executives in town for over twenty years, which puts me in the unique position of knowing that most of my peers can get tea-bagged by my neatly trimmed Kosher nuts.

I’m showing Derek around, highlighting a few methods of properly controlling the metal-wheeled carts so they don’t make a tremendous amount of noise, which pisses off the agents, what routes to take on each floor, where to deliver and pick up the mail at each office—knowledge that truly defines a Hollywood player. I formally introduce him to all the mailroom trainees, who—including myself—ignored him earlier this morning, the assistants worth knowing on every floor, and the rare few young agents who actually acknowledge a trainee’s or assistant’s existence. Derek got his first basic mail run shadow job, which I’m sure was absolutely mesmerizing for him.

Next up is the 11:00 a.m. “pickup,” the first of three throughout the day. I take Derek with me, and after an exciting bit of a hollow back-and-forth about college (he just graduated from Princeton and jokes that checking the African American box on his application didn’t help), nearby breakfast spots (I jokingly mention that the Blvd is affordable and he believes me), and favorite writers (he mentions Brandt and Haas); I quickly come to the realization that he poses no threat to me whatsoever. Fortunately, he doesn’t seem too hip, he’s not better looking than I am (his hairline looks to be receding), the pin-striped Brooks Brothers suit is acceptable, but certainly not special, and toward the end of our journey he mentions that he commutes from Chatsworth every day, and while shaking my head in disbelief I quietly say, “I’m sorry.”

In between mail runs, pickups, and requests to photocopy six-hundred-page books one page at a time or demands to file a year’s worth of check receipts in Accounting or reminders to clean puke off a couch in the lobby and recognizing it as a La Scala chopped salad while a movie star watches or assignments to sit in the parking garage checking in messenger deliveries while the wannabe actor who usually works there is taking a personal day to pose for new head shots because somehow, in his deranged mind, the only reason why no one has hired him in the last decade is because he doesn’t possess the right picture of himself, there’s an inordinate amount of downtime in the mailroom to bond with your coworkers.

Discussions usually heard floating around the mailroom: the true joy that celebrity divorces bring us; Red Bull vs. 5-Hour Energy (too close to call); clients who have recently left for another agency and who’s most at fault; Jillian Barberie’s vagina (beef curtains or not? This can last awhile); directors who lost it and aren’t getting it back (De Palma, Bogdanovich, and Friedkin); directors who slip from time to time, which pisses us off (Woody, Burton, and Spielberg); Giorgio Baldi vs. E. Baldi (only the wealthier in the group discuss this, which is pretty much everyone except Stan); number of Broadway shows attended (Vegas versions don’t count); hate mail vs. fan mail and which are scarier (we all agree on the fan mail); biggest asshole in the building (this lasts longer than the Jillian Barberie vagina discussion); Starbucks vs. Coffee Bean caffeine levels; filthiest slut in the building (separate nominees for assistants, agents, and administrative staff); speed vs. cocaine (cocaine wins by a mile); best restaurant burger in the city (Father’s Office, Comme Ça, Wolfgang’s, or Rustic Canyon); and who we’d rather see in an issue of Playboy, which is also basically the same discussion as who has the best natural tits in Hollywood (Scarlett Johansson, Jessica Simpson, Sofia Vergara, Maria Menounos, or Anne Hathaway).

Later in the day a Hispanic messenger wearing a Tarzana Hebrew school shirt delivers Larry Lazar’s prescription medicine to the mailroom. I’m watching Alisa help Derek check the medicine in to the computer’s receiving log. She laughs at Derek as he playfully raises his tie (probably purchased from Macy’s) in the air and sticks his tongue out and to the side in mock suicide after a failed attempt at checking in the delivery. I wonder if Alisa has ever fucked a black guy and, if she hasn’t, if she ever would. If she hasn’t, I also wonder if the thought excites her and, if it does, if she’d ever be attracted to Derek.

When anything is delivered to the mailroom, we log it in to the computer at the front counter and put it in the agent’s mailbox so it can be picked up or delivered on the next mail run. In the case of prescription medicine, I always like to investigate. Through the blue-and-white Mickey Fine Pharmacy packaging, Derek, Alisa, and I can read the bottles: Propecia, Thorazine, and Risperdal. Because of my grandmother’s mental breakdown during my freshman year at USC, I know that Larry (no relation to Swifty), besides not wanting to go bald, doesn’t want to hear the uninvited voices in his head anymore. And I guess the voices are growing louder by the second because within a minute of its delivery, Larry glides through the mailroom, grabs the bag without slowing down, and heads outside, into the courtyard, flipping a cigarette in his mouth while ripping the bag open.

LARRY LAZAR

44 years old

Motion Picture Talent Agent

• Earns $400,000 a year

• Drives an Audi8 (Why spend $90k on that?)

• Cheats on his wife and twin sons at least once a month, sometimes with guys, but only once in a while and mostly for signing purposes

• Specializes in representing “urban” clients and young actresses that are often typecast as sluts and/or rape victims

• Has a reputation for being a massive asshole to mostly everyone in town, but especially to his male assistant, Sam, who he fondly calls Samantha. He pretty much calls everyone else either Guy or Bro

• Only eats at The Ivy (never at the Shore), Mr Chow, Urasawa, Chaya (never Venice), Ago, Chateau Marmont, Katsuya (except the Izakaya), Scarpetta, and Spago. Banned from Tower Bar, Capo, and Koi for what the staff have termed, “wildly aggressive behavior while dining”



Done for the Day


It’s finally 8:00 p.m. and mailroom trainees are allowed to leave after at least twelve hours of slave labor while maintaining chemically whitened smiles. Through the glass exterior of the lobby walls I can see an event or screening across the street from the agency, and, as the elevator doors slowly shut in front of my face, I watch an older woman on a red carpet who looks like Benecio Del Toro in Sin City posing with a Saint Bernard for a multitude of battery-powered flashes, showering them in a bright, white haze.

It’s dark this time of year and unseasonably warm tonight and I almost hit a Persian kid walking a chocolate Lab in the crosswalk on Canon, near Bouchon. Watching him pass in front of my bumper, I’m tempted to run him over as he stares me down, but I’d die if I hurt that dog, so I patiently wait while the smell of buttered steak wafting out of Mastro’s makes my mouth water. Minutes later, I pull into my apartment’s parking garage, amused by the thought of how much hairier that kid was than his dog.

I live in the Versailles Apartments at 8811 Burton Way on the corner of Burton Way and Robertson in a two-bedroom executive suite on the fifth floor, with two balconies: one in the living room overlooking Burton Way, facing Beverly Hills, and the second in the bedroom overlooking Robertson, facing West Hollywood. The rent for the year is more than twice as much as I make (I could care less, my parents pay it), but the amenities are great, a lot of actresses are tenants, including one or two actual celebrities, and a girl I met from Palos Verdes at Barney’s Beanery a few months ago fucked me just for living here, so it’s worth it. I get inside, immediately move toward the air-conditioning controls, and turn it down to somewhere in the mid-sixties, sit down on the dark brown leather couch, flick on the plasma, grab the glass pipe from a nook on the side of the couch where an original Godfather poster signed by Marlon Brando, Al Pacino, Francis Ford Coppola, and Mario Puzo hangs, and get so high so quick that I can’t really recall smoking. Consciousness is restored an hour later and so is my appetite, so I drive to Xi’an to pick up an order of chopped chicken salad and steamed vegetable dumplings, drive home blasting the new Drake album, eat while watching a recorded 60 Minutes piece on torture techniques, ignore a text from Alisa begging me to let her come over and wondering if I miss her, jump on the computer to check Perez Hilton, Just Jared, ESPN, Deadline, Facebook, and Twitter—where I tweet out a message regarding air-conditioning, and how it may be a better invention than the Internet. Soon I get bored, jerk off to a porn site where very old guys fuck underage-looking girls, start reading a script written by the daughter of a family friend about an Amish girl who moves to Vegas and falls into prostitution—it’s Kingpin meets Showgirls, and I throw it away after twenty pages. Then I’m watching The Biggest Loser and laugh the entire time, jerk off again to a different site that may have been illegal (maybe the Internet is better than air-conditioning), smoke another bowl, do a bunch of push-ups, shower, lay down half wet and naked in bed, start watching Michael Mann’s Thief, which I have never seen, and fall asleep while James Caan talks to Tuesday Weld in a diner.



Good Night and Good Luck


It’s Tuesday afternoon and everyone is freaking out because Brian Katz left the agency for one of our competitors and he’s taking most of his client list with him. I grab a package in the mailroom that needs delivering, head upstairs, and catch security escorting Katz’s assistant out of the building in tears. The tears, of course, are due to the fact that this chick, who I had only talked to once or twice during mail runs, isn’t being brought along with Katz to the agency that just hired him and she knows it’s going to take at least a couple of months collecting unemployment—which isn’t much less than her agency pay—for her to land somewhere again; especially with that skin, those tits, and this fact: she doesn’t want it bad enough. She knew Brian was leaving, she had to know, and she was dumb enough to assume he was taking her with him. She was also too scared to tell the agency he was leaving. Too dumb and too scared, not exactly a recipe for success in this town.

As security escorts her out I try my best to give her a sincere nod and hope for her sake she uses the time off wisely. Maybe to hop on a treadmill, pay for a makeover, read the Jerry Weintraub biography—anything to help her score her next gig in a timely fashion.

As for Katz, he was long gone by this point, but the reason an agent and their assistant (in this case) are immediately escorted out of the building once they quit is so they can’t take any company information with them. This is standard agency protocol because years ago, a few agents left ICM to start Endeavor, and in the days before they quit, rumor has it they “stole” a bunch of files and critical information regarding the clients they were leaving with to start the new company. Those guys now run one of the biggest and most successful agencies in town; so the moral of the story is simple. Plan your escape well, steal whatever you can whenever you can, betray the company and people who brought you along and taught you everything you know, and, finally, always remember to smile when posing for pictures with your ex-bosses at Golden Globe and Oscar parties.

BRIAN KATZ

39 years old

Motion Picture Talent Agent

• Earns $550,000 a year

• Paid a $200,000 bonus for signing an A-list client last year who he is now taking with him

• Only eats at Italian restaurants and only at Ago, Madeo, Cecconi’s, Giorgio Baldi (he hates E. Baldi for some reason), Angelini Osteria, Peppone, Capo, Dan Tana’s, Enoteca Drago (never Centro), Mozza (only Osteria), and La Scala (only for lunch and only orders the chop salad with turkey instead of salami)

• Drinks an average of 9 cups of coffee a day

• Often brags that he has fucked cast members of Gossip Girl, Friends, Dawson’s Creek, American Pie, The O.C., Charmed, America’s Next Top Model, I Know What You Did Last Summer, and at least 5 assistants, 3 agents, and 1 intern whom he let live in his house for a week before feeding her a few Ambiens and leaving her in an alley near The Grove with herpes pulsing through her bloodstream. I hear he’s infested.



Prelude to an Interview


During a run upstairs to deliver a four-foot cactus to second-floor reception—the agency chose a southwestern motif for the month—this kid Jake, who’s an assistant for Nick Rizzo, one of the few partners at the agency, places a hand on my back and says, “Follow me, you’re going to like this.”

“What do you want? I have six other runs I need to get done in the next five minutes.”

“No, bro, what do you want?” he asks with a smile and I know it can only be one thing.

“You’re leaving?” I ask.

“I talked to the mailroom; you’re off the hook for a little while. Nick wants to meet a possible replacement. So, I’ll ask again … what do you want?”

He smiles, as do I.

Minutes later, I’m waiting in Jake’s office, which is connected to Nick’s by a short hallway with a fully stocked bar, and I’m staring at a signed, original Taxi Driver poster, the one where Robert De Niro is walking down a filthy New York street in the early morning with his head down and hands in his pockets. The inscription reads:

NICKY,

YOU’RE THE ONE.

LOVE YOU,

MARTY

I can hear him speaking in the connecting office. It’s more harsh than loud, more wild than stern, and it doesn’t faze me at all; he sounds like my father. Five minutes flash by, and I’m still waiting. Jake, who is leaving the business to become a psychologist, receives calls from the offices of Harvey Weinstein, Roger Goodell, and James Carville, and tells each office that Nick will have to return their call. But when Scott Rudin calls a minute later, Jake intercoms it to Nick, knowing that they’re lucky this call isn’t coming in at 8:00 p.m. or later (when Scott returns the majority of his calls to the West Coast), and he was right, because Nick jumps on the call. Jake exhales while closing his eyes and turns toward me, eyes still glued shut, before slowly opening them.

“Are you down for this?” he asks me.

“You know it,” I tell him.

“Do you have any idea what I feel like right now?”

“I think I do,” I respond, staring at the Taxi Driver poster, getting lost in Travis’s vacant being.

“You couldn’t possibly,” he says.

“Do you know who my dad is?”

“Okay, so you have a little idea,” he admits.

“I have a very good idea,” I reply while pressing a hand against, and then down, my Ralph Lauren checkered tie.

“Fine, just don’t remind Nick who your dad is, I think he hates him.”

The door to Nick’s office violently swings open and an empty water bottle flies through it, landing in front of Jake’s desk, spinning on the crisp white carpet before coming to a rest. Nick’s screaming, “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s do this now, let’s go.”

Jake bolts from his desk, picks the empty bottle up off the carpet, and starts filling it with water from the Poland Spring dispenser nearby. Nick is from New York and hates how Arrowhead tastes, so he spends thousands a year shipping five-gallon jugs of his favorite water from the East Coast.

“You’re up, bring this in, it means he wants it filled,” he tells me as he hands me the bottle, a menacing smirk now forming on his face. I take the bottle and see Nick for the first time standing in the doorway. “Ah, the passing of the baton perhaps? Let’s do this now please, I have something in two, don’t I?” he says and quickly disappears back into his office after snatching the bottle from my hands.

“You’re up. The quicker you’re in, the quicker I’m out,” Jake tells me as he exits, leaving me alone.

I take a moment to straighten my tie again and slowly run my fingers against my eyebrows, and as I walk toward Nick’s office I glance at De Niro one last time, his head down and hands in pockets.

Nick’s cell phone begins ringing as I walk in and he motions for me to sit in an extremely comfortable, camel-colored chair, which I sink into. I lean forward, sitting as upright as possible, trying not to slouch; my father is always reminding me, “Losers slouch.” Nick answers his phone and holds up a finger, letting me know it will just be a moment as he walks back into Jake’s office, shutting the door behind him. Sitting alone, staring out at the skyline of Beverly Hills through the tinted-glass windowed wall of Nick’s office, I can now hear the faint sounds of traffic on Wilshire, and I close my eyes, enjoying the moment for only a brief few breaths before Jake appears, telling me we need to reschedule because “Nick has a thing.” I quickly walk out of his office, getting back to my runs.

Head down, hands in pockets.



23rd at Mastro’s


Today’s my twenty-third birthday, and I’m racing to Mastro’s from work to meet my family for dinner. Listening to the new Ghostface Killah album, I come to a red light at Canon and Wilshire and see an older, blond-haired woman in a head-to-toe spandex outfit doing jumping jacks. She did thirty-three during my stop, and I’m impressed and transfixed and now cars are honking and I know I’ve seen this woman before somewhere, I’m sure of it.

Outside the aqua blue steak house, cigarette smoke from an extremely weathered-looking girl clouds my path. The doorman lets me in with a nod of recognition, and the smell of melted butter, vodka, and cologne consumes me. Surprisingly, I spot my parents right away, and I’m absolutely shocked they’re not seated; I’ve never seen them wait for a table.

My father is anything but pleased. “Some Russian gangster is at our table.”

“Just ’cause he’s Russian doesn’t mean he’s a gangster,” I tell him.

It’s not that he’s ignoring me; he’s just preoccupied by the fact that we’re actually waiting for a table alongside the groups of out-of-town salesmen and the homely couples celebrating anniversaries who have never eaten here before. He’s baffled.

“Do they sell blinis? Are we in West Hollywood? I am fucking unaware.” He snorts while grabbing his BlackBerry and slamming it against the side of his head, answering a call.

Mom comes to the rescue.

“Hi, my love, happy birthday! Tell him happy birthday, honey,” she snaps.

Dad puts a hand over the phone for a second and says, “Happy birthday, Champ. Who loves you more than me?” Then he looks away, continuing the call.

And I’m thinking, Um, Mom.

“How was your day, dear?” she asks.

“Standard,” I offer while walking toward the bar, yelling back at her, “Drink?”

Five minutes later we’re being seated and walk past the Russians who were at our table. My father is almost growling at this point, ready for an encounter with someone whose only crime is taking too long with their coffee and butter cake. My mother and I quickly take our seats while I watch Dad stop to talk to Jeff Katzenberg, who’s sitting in his usual booth toward the front of the downstairs dining room. Tonight Jeff is with his wife and Eddie Murphy, and they’re all sharing orders of sautéed shrimp and scallops. Before taking his seat, my father also says hello to Ron and Kelly Meyer, who he often works with in only philanthropic ways; Doug Ellin and Stephen Levinson with a bunch of dudes I don’t recognize; and right before hitting our table he stops to talk to an attractive redhead with dramatic bangs that rest only millimeters above mascara-lined, charcoal eyes. Fortunately, my mother doesn’t notice how he happens to linger with her for just a few seconds longer than at any other table he stops at, but I do. I always do.

He takes his seat, jokingly asking no one in particular if it’s “studio head night” before yelling out, “Scotch,” which startles me. I’m not even sure if he saw our waiter, but seconds later a glass of Blue Label neat arrives and I rip a piece of pretzel bread from the basket in the center of the table, paint it with cold salted butter, and pop it in my mouth like a gum ball.

My older sister, Emily, and her husband, Keith, a successful real estate broker, arrive at the table throwing a Barneys gift card at me after falling into their chairs with the grace that only a Valium and bottle of Pinot Grigio consumed at home can offer.

“Twenty-three! Fuck, I am old,” my sister squeals with her usual narcissistic charm.

“Grass on the playing field is getting a bit brown,” Keith whispers to me, which Emily overhears and then throws an elbow at him.

Keith and I are laughing as a bottle of Pinot Noir is brought to the table and sniffed by my father. Glasses are filled as my younger sister, Cate, enters the room, eyes locked on her iPhone, engrossed in a text message, slowing for only a second to exchange smiles with the same woman my father was saying hello to earlier.

I watch them as Keith finishes his first glass and reaches for the bottle at the center of the table to pour another. “Sorry, everyone … Happy b-day, big bro!” Cate wraps her arms around my neck, squeezing me tight, which feels genuine.

“Who was that?” I quietly ask as a group of tuxedoed men set down salads in front of everyone.

“Who?” She looks back at the woman with bangs, who’s now sitting across from a man with a bushy, graying beard and a brown tweed jacket.

“How do you still not have an iPhone?” she asks, attempting to divert the conversation.

I quickly look to my father, who’s deep into a sniff of wine with his eyes closed before taking the tiniest sip and holding it in his mouth for what feels like a full minute prior to allowing it to escape down his throat.

“A toast,” my mom blurts out, holding an almost empty glass in front of her. “Happy birthday, baby, the world is yours.”

They all repeat, “The world is yours,” lifting their glasses, which is quickly followed by “Cheers” all around and one or two mazels, and I nod with a smile, taking an indulgent gulp of Pinot.

A seafood tower overflowing with shrimp, oysters, crab legs, and lobster tails touches down in the middle of the table, replacing the steam from the bread basket with a tsunami of powder-white liquid nitrogen smoke that spills out of the metal protrusion and rushes along the bleached white tablecloth. I repeat my mother’s toast—“the world is yours”—once more in my head, and I feel as if it may be true.

Later, Mom mentions higher fees at the country club and a petition to ban Persians.

“If L.A. Country Club can ban Jews, why can’t we ban Persians?”

No one answers. She sips her wine, irritated. Emily and Keith tell us about their recent trip to Paris and how “cheap everything seemed.”

While applying lip gloss, Cate asks if anyone has heard anything about the guy that went hiking in Runyon Canyon and killed every dog he saw with a golf club.

Emily asks, “Are you serious?”

Cate replies, “Dead.”

Keith giggles.

Mom finishes her glass of wine and looks at my father, who is lost in thought, then turns toward me as I’m straining to get a better view of the woman with red hair, who is following the man in the brown tweed jacket out of the restaurant. “You okay, honey?” Mom asks.

“Yeah,” I lie, finishing the rest of my wine while Dad wipes his mouth with a cocktail napkin, watching the woman exit the room as well.

Another bottle of Pinot arrives a minute before the steaks and sides, and the smell from the crab-and-truffle-cream gnocchi is overwhelming. I’m halfway through my bone-in fillet, and I’m utterly full and craving a cigarette but continue eating regardless. The bill comes, and I sneak a look: $1,135. Dad puts it on the house account and leaves two hundred-dollar bills and a fifty on the table.

Waiting at the valet, I kiss my mom and sisters good-bye and give my father and Keith a hug. A Rastafarian bum is dancing in the street in front of us begging for money, and I hand him my black bag of leftovers and warn him not to waste the truffle-and-crab gnocchi, explaining, “Be careful, it’s overwhelming.” He grabs the bag, takes a peek inside, and while continuing to dance tells me, “Thank you, Mr. Rockafella, you is the bess, Mr. Rockafella.” Minutes later, my X5 pulls up, and I’m laughing so hard thinking about the Rastafarian that I forget to tip the valet, then speed home with a terrible pain in my stomach.



A Signing Meeting


I impressed some nebbish fuck of an agent named Ben Bernstein yesterday when I organized the bagels by flavor for a company meeting. Apparently, this guy hates poppy seeds; he has a real stick up his ass about them, because they get stuck in between human teeth. He actually said “human teeth.” Anyway, the fact that not a single one of those tiny, black demon embryos ended up all over this putz’s sesame-seed bagel dazzled him, and now he loves me.

My glorious reward?

I get to sit in on some signing meeting he’s having today for Bronx Jones, former heavyweight champion and current big deal du jour who just wrapped filming the Kindergarten Cop remake at Universal that Te-D (pronounced Teddy), a former client, is directing. Jones is taking meetings around town after firing the agent he’s had for the last two years, who works out of an office in Sherman Oaks and actually got him the Kindergarten Cop gig, but life sucks for an agent at a tiny shop in the beautiful San Fernando Valley, so fuck him.

I wonder what Derek is doing right now. He’s certainly not in a signing meeting; and neither is Kevin, Tyler, or Alisa, and when I told them I was asked to sit in on one, they pretended like it was no big deal, like they’d all get a chance to do the same in the future, and this makes me smile.

When an agency meets with a potential client, they schedule a signing meeting for a few key agents in the building to kiss ass and promise the world to the artist. If you can talk the talk and put on a decent enough show, most times, they’ll sign. Hours after lunch, as I’m checking in a package from HBO for a young television agent that’s leaking some sort of fluid, Ben Bernstein’s assistant, this blond-haired doofus from Orange County who’s wearing the thinnest tie I’ve ever seen, grabs me out of the mailroom, and seconds later I’m sitting intensely still in the corner of one of the nicer conference rooms in the building, looking out at all of North Beverly Hills and into West Hollywood.

The sun is beginning its usual descent and is penetrating the room with a warm, deep orange glow. The white marble table in the center of the room overflows with cheeses from the Cheese Store of Beverly Hills, including pecorino Toscano, cabra Romero, Emmentaler, Gorgonzola Dolcelatte, bleu de Bocage, and sottocenere al tartufo, a mild, black-truffle-infused cow’s milk cheese that sits in an edible vegetable ash spiced with cinnamon, coriander, nutmeg, and fennel. Also on the table are homemade garlic pita chips and black olive focaccia from Spago, white bean puree from Mozza, fresh fruits and vegetables from Vicente Foods, a collection of Crumbs cupcakes that, as one agent pointed out, “look like a rainbow vomited,” and every variety of Dr. Brown’s soda in glass bottles. An hour from now, the meeting will be over, and there’s a 90 percent chance not a single item will be touched before the cleaning crew comes in and throws everything away.
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