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los angeles, amid scandal






chapter one

When she asks me what I photograph, I say people, which is technically true.

We’re on a first date in Los Feliz—a bar inside a bungalow, banana leaves shading the porch, blood orange margaritas. She is a teacher at a private elementary school in Hancock Park.

The cocktail is pulpy. “Famous people,” I say. “I take pictures of famous people.”

“For magazines?” the teacher asks.

“Sometimes.”

“You’re being opaque.”

“Websites mostly.”

“What kind of websites?”

I press my fingers against the condensation on the glass. “Celebrity websites.”

“Oh.”

I ease into what I want to ask her: “Your profile said you teach third grade, right? What school is it, again?”

She gives me the name in a tone that says, Come on, I can tell you already know it.

But I keep pushing. “You must be around celebrities all the time. Teaching where you teach.”

“I really can’t say.”

“Do the parents usually pick them up or do the nannies—”

“No, I really can’t say.” She knows what I’m trying to do.

“Right,” I say. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked that.”

She nods, stirs her drink.

“Your teeth are nice,” I tell her. “Like, they’re a little bit crooked.”

“Sorry?”

“They’re a little bit crooked in a good way, I mean.”

“That doesn’t sound like a compliment.”

“I mean, I’m always looking at veneers. I’ve been looking at veneers all day. Your teeth are real and that’s nice.”

The teacher reaches for her ice water and starts drinking it very quickly. She sets the glass down and doesn’t look at me. “I don’t really want to talk about my teeth. So you’re a… is it okay to say paparazzi?”

“Well, yeah, it’s not a slur.”

“It has negative connotations. You don’t want to be called something else? Celebrity photographer, maybe?”

“No, I wouldn’t want that.”

Mentally, I compare her to famous actresses who have played teachers, trying to figure out which one she looks the most like, organizing them by the ones I’ve photographed, the ones I haven’t yet, the ones I could be photographing right now.

I’ll give you some free advice, a celebrity meditation coach once told me. Be present.

“You like the term paparazzi?” she asks.

I finish the margarita, attempt to recalibrate. “It’s accurate.”

“But your profile said photographer.”

“That’s accurate too.”

“So this is a stepping stone to being a photographer photographer—doing something artistic.” She relaxes.

Her dress is white with blue flowers, which makes me think of Ellory, who had one just like it. She wore it once, on her birthday. Sunset on a terrace. A vanilla cake. The spray from the Bellagio fountains. The opera song I recognized but couldn’t place.

“I don’t mean to minimize what you do,” she says.

“It’s okay. I get it.”

A pop song is playing—it’s a former child star named Roxane Alexandra, who now goes by Roxy A. Break my heart in the moonlight, go ahead and give it to me. Last week, after her publicist paid me to take pictures of her leaving SoulCycle, she tweeted, I just want to be left alone like a normal teenager for like five minutes.

I try to get the teacher to talk about her job again, the celebrity parents, but she continues to ask me about what I do. “So what is it that you like about it?”

I give her one of my prepared answers. Paparazzi photography is art, I say. I tell her about Ron Galella, who shot iconic images of Audrey Hepburn. Rino Barillari’s photos of Sophia Loren. That kind of photo, I tell her, the kind that ends up in magazines, sometimes even books and galleries, creates a cultural conversation. That kind of photo, I say, is art. I wonder, when I finish speaking, if I sound like I believe myself.

“But I don’t know who Ron Galella and Rino Barberella are,” she says.

“Barillari.”

“Exactly. I don’t know who those guys are.”

“But you know their work.”

“Maybe.”

Three girls in USC apparel sit down at the table next to us. They order Moscow mules and talk about the movie they just saw. I try to listen in. You never know; one could have a friend who served the lead actor his usual cucumber-celery-kale at a Brentwood juice bar. I could overhear the name of that juice bar and go there tomorrow and photograph him ordering that again, maybe with a new girlfriend in tow. It is impossible to predict how these things will happen. You just have to remain open, the meditation coach said.

“I promise I’m trying not to be judgmental of what you do,” the teacher says.

“You have every right to be judgmental in your line of work. The celebrity parents must say awful things about us.”

Nothing in her eyes confirms or denies what I’ve just said. “I like my job,” she says, a warning in her voice. “I’m not going to jeopardize it by telling you—”

“I’m not asking you to.”

I could offer her money, I think. I could be direct about what I want.

In an alternate reality, I might really be on this date, completely present with no ulterior motive. But I don’t live in that world anymore.

The light through the banana leaves is heavy and honeyed. I can smell the Thai restaurant across the street—coconut, tamarind, lime. Maybe I will go there after this is over and eat alone.

“Tell me about your day,” the teacher says. She wants to be convinced that I’m not so bad. Or she’s curious, the way a person is curious about a place they’d never visit.

“Well,” I say, “this bodyguard texted me, telling me that his client, a model, had just sat down for lunch in Beverly Hills. She announced her divorce last week, so, you know.”

“What does that have to do with her having lunch?”

“People want to know what she’s up to.”

She nods but doesn’t look convinced.

“So,” I continue. “I drove as fast as I could, parked in a garage with free two-hour parking, and was the first one outside of the restaurant.”

“Did you have to hide so she didn’t see you waiting?”

“She wanted to be papped—that’s what we call it. A lot of them do. Paparazzi only hide when the celebrity is doing or has recently done something bad. You know, like that socialite, Misty Wilcox, cruising around Santa Monica with a suspended license and a glove compartment full of cocaine.”

“I’m not familiar with that story,” the teacher says. “Have you ever done that? Hidden and secretly gotten a photo of someone who didn’t want to have their picture taken.”

“We all have to do that sometimes.”

“What about if someone is really in crisis, or is doing something that feels very private, very personal? Have you ever photographed someone like that?”

My mind goes to the photo of Mia Luna. Everyone knows it, but not everyone remembers who took it. So I say, “No. I’ve never done that before.”

“That’s good.”

“Anyway,” I say. “The model came out of the restaurant, I said hello and took her picture. I sold it and I gave the bodyguard his cut. It was a good photo set.”

She looks at me blankly.

“A photo set,” I say, “is a set of—”

“Yes, I get it.”

“It’s good money,” I tell her, because some people like that as a reason why. Some people want to know how much. Come on, ballpark figure, they’ll say. And I’ll smile coyly, like, Let’s just say it’s pretty good, ignoring the ghosts of paparazzi around me saying good is a word best applied to years ago—a decade ago. A time, they keep reminding me, that I wasn’t even present in Los Angeles for. Six-figure checks. Paparazzi driving the same nice cars as the celebrities they photographed. You had to be there, they keep saying.

I am half listening to the teacher, half listening to the tables around me, when one of the USC girls says, “… Jack Whitlock…”

I look to the street, to the kitchen, as if the most famous actor in the world might appear. For a moment, every other noise in the restaurant goes silent and I am tuned in to the specific frequency of his name.

“Do you know those people?” the teacher asks.

“Oh, what? No, sorry.”

The girls notice me staring at them and shift uncomfortably, turning toward one another. What are they saying about Jack Whitlock?

I try to return my attention to the teacher. I try not to look at the dress.

The dress on a hanger. Ellory in her underwear, running a steamer up and down it, releasing the wrinkles.

“Do you ever think about doing another kind of photography?” the teacher asks.

“I used to do something else.”

“But you don’t anymore?”

“No.”

Her phone chimes, a sound I associate with a tip coming through from a front desk agent at the Chateau Marmont, who often texts at this time with an update on who has recently checked in.

“Sorry. I meant to put it on silent.”

“Oh, no, that’s okay,” I say, as if letting her check her texts, her Instagram, her email, will erase how lousy the date has been, put her in a better mood, ease her into talking about the parents of the kids at the school she teaches at.

“Look at it as much as you want,” I add, which sounds pathetic at best, sarcastic at worst.

The hostess appears, lacquered nails drumming on a tablet. “Sorry, guys, but I’m going to need this table for a reservation.”

“No problem,” the teacher says. “We’ll go ahead and close out.”

It’s almost dinner, or at least almost time for an early dinner, and I think about asking her if she wants to get something to eat at the Thai restaurant. But I don’t.

“It was great meeting you,” she says outside the bar. “I parked on Prospect.”

After she’s gone, I stand on the sidewalk, feeling the air cool around me. When I first moved to Los Angeles, I could taste the ocean, even miles inland. Sometimes I still find myself looking for that sensation.

I imagine the teacher stopping for a burrito, a consolation prize for a disappointing evening. She’ll unwrap it on her couch and tell her roommate how much dating sucks here. Why was the date bad? the roommate will ask. And maybe the answer will have something to do with me saying too much, or not saying enough. Or maybe it was too obvious why I asked her out in the first place. What might it have been like, I wonder, if she had liked me?

I don’t think about it for long.

I think about earlier, after I got the shot of the model. I took surface streets all the way home, driving leisurely, talking to the photo agency on speaker as reflections of palm trees kissed the hood of my car. The afternoon swelled, open and abundant, and I rolled the windows down. By the time I hit Hollywood, I’d already sold the photo for three hundred dollars. It wasn’t much, but it was the most money I’d made in a long time, a reminder of how things had once been.



At my apartment, I stand in the kitchen, resting my palms on the white quartz countertop. The rent is thirty-five hundred a month. It will go up when I renew.

The sun goes down. I pour some vodka into a glass with ice and sip it in the bathtub, a superstition I picked up after having the same drink the night I got the Mia Luna photo, the one that changed everything. Tonight, the vodka tastes like a prayer for a miracle. I turn on the waterproof TV on the wall. I drink and I wait. I close my eyes. And when I open them, I see Jack Whitlock’s face.

“BREAKING,” says E! News.

I am suddenly aware of every vein in my limbs, every sac of air in my lungs. My bones, my skin, my body.

I spent most of my life four hours from him in Las Vegas, wanting to get closer, and yet moving to Los Angeles—to the city where he lives—hasn’t given me that. And here he is now, in a context that is so beneath him. E! News.

The bathwater is hot. The drink is cold. My breath hitches in my throat.

Stills from Jack’s films on the TV.

The entertainment reporter gazes seriously into the camera. “An unnamed source close to the matter exclusively revealed intimate photos of the actor.”

The image on the screen changes. The photo is a selfie, shot from overhead: Jack shirtless on a floral comforter—something made by Target for a dorm room—a girl with chestnut hair and heavy eyelashes on his chest, her tongue extended, licking his nipple. His smile is careless, drunk.

“The famously scandal-free actor, forty-five, is married to Jessica Hartley of the popular L.A. Facelift home renovation show. The couple has one child together.” The screen flashes to a photo of Jack and Jessica at the premiere of his World War II epic. Then back to the shot of Jack on the bed with the girl. A sheen of sweat on his forehead. “The woman pictured with Whitlock has not been identified, but our source informs us there are more images forthcoming. We’ve reached out to both Whitlock and Hartley for comment and have yet to hear back. This story is developing.”

“Holy shit,” I say to no one.

I stand, letting the water run off me, walk to my bedroom closet, soaking the floor as I go, not caring. I get dressed quickly. The usual uniform: jeans and a black hoodie. A phone call from the photo agency, right on cue. I tell them I know, I’m already on my way, even if I don’t know where I’m going yet.

This is it.

I text Eddie, even though he never responds, because he is the person who got me into this work and because I can’t text Ellory. Remember when you asked me if there was one celebrity I really, really wanted to take a picture of?

Jack Whitlock appears on screens and billboards and bus stop ads and magazine covers in many forms: the spy sliding out of the black car, the lovesick cowboy in the red desert, the soldier reaching for his weapon, blue eyes fixed on the sky. I don’t know what he does in his real life. He has no social media. He rarely gives interviews. But still. There is something in his eyes that forges an immediate connection. This, I think, when I watch him, is a person I can understand no matter what role he is playing. Film reviewers call him “the last movie star.” Old Hollywood jawline. Voice like a friend entering the room. When he appears in a scene, there is the comfort of a reunion, the simultaneous connection and total isolation of a stranger who is deeply familiar. Sometimes I wonder if he even occupies a physical space, if we exist in the same universe. On nights when I can’t sleep, I circle my apartment and try to see it through his eyes. I pick up the things I own and imagine him asking me about them.

Everyone says the paparazzi industry is dying, that it’s a relic going the way of print magazines, that it’s being replaced by social media and smartphones. People say that about Hollywood too. But here is Jack Whitlock, the last real movie star. And here I am, the guy with the camera.

Jack Whitlock is the Grand Canyon. He is a landmark. And there is no shame in capturing a landmark. It is an instinct so natural, it is accepted. It is expected.

If you saw him, you would take a picture too.





chapter two

He will lie low. But in the meantime, I can do the groundwork, talking to my sources, letting them know I’m on the hunt.

I meet a server on her smoke break behind Craig’s. “You’re going to be hearing from a lot of us if you haven’t already,” I tell her. The rest of the staff is notoriously tight-lipped; she’s the lone leak inside the restaurant. “But I’ll pay more than them. I just want to find him.”

“Y’all don’t waste any time,” she says, stubbing out her cigarette on the wall. I can hear the collective voice of the patio, dining beneath string lights and vines, but I can’t make out the sound of anyone in particular.

“Have the other guys reached out to you already? Which ones?”

“I’ll do what I can,” she says. It doesn’t matter whether or not I believe her.

After, I head to The Nice Guy and catch a bartender I know counting his tips. I say Jack’s name and he understands right away. “Ha, yeah, I’ve seen the news.” He leans in. “Dude, I heard there’s a video.”

“Who’d you hear that from?”

“A buddy of mine.”

“Can you give him my number?”

He folds his cash neatly and tucks it into the pocket of his apron. “I don’t know. He could be full of shit.”

“I don’t care,” I say. “Text me anytime. Tell your friend—tell all of your friends—to text too. I mean it. I don’t care if it’s four a.m. and you overheard someone in a bathroom say his name.”

“Heard,” he says. “But my rate has gone up.”

The concierge at the Edition says the same thing when I flag him down in the employee parking lot. So does Ava, a veteran dancer at Jumbo’s Clown Room. She meets my eyes from upside down on the pole and mouths the exact percentage she wants in exchange for a Jack Whitlock tip. All of them—all of us—sensing money, but also something else. Whatever you say, I tell them all, finding them in bars and restaurants and bathrooms and alleyways, in hotels and parking lots, in luxury apartment lobbies and weekly motel parking lots. I drive and I walk and I text and I call and I DM until every possible source on my contact list has been promised a cut.

“We’re all in this together, my guy,” the lead host at Redbird says, showing me screenshots of the car he’s saving up for. “I help you. You help me.”

“Exactly,” I say. “You get it.”

The push notifications from TMZ are coming in, calling the story “explosive” but not offering anything new. But there is a promise of more information. This is just the beginning. I can feel myself bumping up against the particular type of danger that comes from wanting something too much. The desire an infection, the dream a disease.

“He is the last person I’d expect this from,” a DJ on a local radio station says. “I mean, the absolute last.”

I stop for a cold brew and then keep driving. I don’t know what I’m looking for—not yet, anyway, but I know I won’t find it at home. By dawn, Los Angeles is a ghost story. Silhouettes of palm trees in the smog. The sky silvery, illusive. The streets are deserted. Vacant eyes from Emmy campaigns watch over the city from billboards. Each one with the same three letters: FYC. For your consideration. His face is everywhere; he has a new film coming out, a dystopian thriller set at a lighthouse in Maine. It has been getting good early buzz. I bet the studio executives have been awake all night too, pacing in high-rise offices and Beverly Hills mansions, trying to decide whether they should lean into this or ignore it. The morning air is damp, but the fog will burn off by ten.

I think about climbing Mount Whitney, those first steps on the trail, getting what the guidebooks called an alpine start. Every mile an act of faith. Every footstep above ten thousand feet a decision to keep going even when I couldn’t breathe.

This is how I feel as I comb the streets for Jack Whitlock, the slippery start of day growing ever out of reach as the minutes pass. It is a meditation. I believe the gray daybreak hours will bring me to him. Maybe not today, but soon. I can feel it. I have always felt it. Maybe I didn’t always know it, but I always felt it. Watching his movies at casino theaters, hearing his voice on TV, his name in the mouths of people around me.

Do you think the universe has a plan for us, I text Eddie.

I carry a quartz with me, Good for wisdom and awareness, the woman at the crystal shop said. I was just pretending to browse, keeping my eyes on a housewife from a reality show, but there was something comforting in the rows of citrine and tourmaline. I stayed looking at them, even after I got a shot of the housewife buying a money-scented candle labeled Abundance. In a smoker’s voice, the saleswoman asked what I was looking for. I lied, picked up the quartz, and said, This.

Of course, he doesn’t turn up, but I am unbothered. He will. I go home. I sleep. I dream of the Sierra Nevada mountain range, the granite washed pink with alpenglow.



Two days after the first photo, there’s another one. The girl stands in a green-tiled bathroom that I immediately recognize as the Chateau Marmont, holding a white towel to her naked body. The entertainment reporters all zoom in on Jack’s reflection in the mirror, some of them circling it, to make it clear that he took the picture.

I text the concierge: wtf Jack was at the Chateau Marmont and you didn’t tell me

I don’t work for you, he responds.


Can you at least tell me when it was



He texts me his Venmo information, which I already have. I send him some money.


Valentine’s Day, he says.



On TV, Access Hollywood is interviewing experts on infidelity and divorce. Could be sex addiction, one of them says. They speculate on how an alleged sex addict might behave, ending the segment with a caveat: The mental health professional who spoke with us has not personally treated Mr. Whitlock. I wish that Jack had an Instagram to look at right now.

Fortunately, his wife does, and she posts frequently. A photo from her home renovation show: a backyard patio with Bermuda grass, beige furniture, and a fire pit. Caption: TBT to this dreamy backyard transformation. The perfect setting for wine and charcuterie. I’ll bring the prosciutto!

I scroll to Valentine’s Day. A photo of an antique silver tray on white sheets. Breakfast on china, a single rose. Croque monsieur from my monsieur, the caption reads. I try to imagine Jack cooking for her, crawling into bed with her, and then excusing himself under the pretense of a meeting, promising to be back by dinner.

I keep scrolling. Each cheerful, banal photo is accompanied by a sea of comments from strangers. Some complimentary: looks so good wishing you much love. Others antagonistic: why are you posting this fake shit with everything going on wheres ur husband

I pick up a salad from Sweetgreen and eat it standing up in my kitchen while studying the TMZ website on my phone. There’s a cropped image: the lower half of a woman shown from behind. Pink bikini, manicured hands cupping her own ass, spray-tanned legs, sandals. The headline: Who does this pert derriere belong to? The article itself is just one line of copy—Jack Whitlock’s sidepiece!!!!—accompanied by a gallery of images from the girl’s now deleted Instagram. At a beach bar with a pink drink, on a Hollywood rooftop, at Coachella in a crop top, a close-up of the roses tattooed on her hip bones. They’ve identified her. Her name is Sasha.

Texts from other paparazzi, wondering who figured it out first, if anyone has gotten to her yet. Where is she? Where is Jessica? And most importantly, where is Jack?

Jack Whitlock’s college coed mistress, TMZ says. 23 years his junior. I think of the date in Los Feliz. It was a long shot, but it could have been something. The USC students. They were right there. I could have asked them what they knew.



The weighted blanket is supposed to help me relax, supposed to soothe me the way compression sweaters soothe dogs who are afraid of thunderstorms. But tonight it’s not working. A podcaster who was not as well-connected as I’d hoped recommended it after a night of making out, taking our clothes off, but never actually fucking. I can tell that you have trouble falling asleep, she said. When I asked her if I had been tossing and turning, if I’d kept her up, she said I hadn’t been moving at all. But still, I can tell. There’s something keeping you awake. Something… existential. She told me about the weighted blanket and looked at me earnestly in the morning light, her face bare, the dark roots of her blond hair showing just a little. I think it’ll really help you, Ben. I nodded. I wanted to tell her that I’d never had trouble sleeping in my life, not until Ellory left. Some previously buried emotion swelled in my throat. I thanked her, told her I’d buy the blanket. She put her hand on mine and said, Please, if you do, use my code ALEX20 for a discount at checkout.

Tonight, the blanket is crushing me. I grip my phone so tightly in my right hand that my bones ache. It vibrates, as if it’s responding to my touch. Cocooned beneath the blanket, I hold it to my face in the dark.

Text message from an unknown number: did you think we’d forgotten?

In my email, similar messages.

Subject line: we’re coming for you

Subject line: u brought this on urself

Subject line: kill yourself (:

Delete, delete, delete, delete.

The blanket feels heavier. I toss it off, get up, and check the lock on the door. I open the app on my phone that connects to the golf ball–size camera on the other side. The hallway is empty. I go to the fridge and take out a CBD seltzer. Coconut-pineapple flavor, but it tastes earthy, not tropical. You deserve to feel chill when you chill, the advertisement said. Through the blinds in the bedroom, helicopter lights pour over bungalows and palm trees and surfaces of pools.

I go out on the balcony and watch the helicopter navigate the night air, slow like an overstuffed bumblebee, heavy with pollen. The light lands on me, just for a second, before moving on.



An old paparazzo is telling the story he always tells, the one about the singer’s dead body. She overdosed at a hotel in Hollywood. He waited outside; he took pictures of the body bag.

“The worst part,” he says, “is that it wasn’t an exclusive.”

“Give it up,” another paparazzo tells him. “That was ten years ago.”

“Not even an exclusive,” he repeats, picking at the butt of his jeans. The sun hits my eyes. I squint at the forest-green entrance of the Gucci store across the street, waiting for Jessica, who is rumored to be inside. I can imagine the headlines, the money. Jessica Hartley steps out for shopping in Beverly Hills amid Jack Whitlock cheating scandal. But that’s not what thrills me. It’s the thought of being a little bit closer to Jack, standing in the presence of someone who knows him, has touched him.

When I was in junior high, he shot a movie in Las Vegas. I knew he was important. I could hear the reverence in people’s voices when they talked about him—adults, teenagers, men, women, kids at school, cashiers at the grocery store, tourists on the Strip, it didn’t matter. Everyone loved him. Sitting alone in the living room after school, watching his movies on TV, I wondered what made a person that way.

There’s a trio of cops down the street—a sure sign that someone famous is nearby. Whispers among the group of a producer and his boyfriend. We stay where we are. The others talk about Jack Whitlock. I listen.

“Dude. That sidepiece chick? That college girl? I’d cheat on my wife with her too.”

“She’s your daughter’s age.”

“Yeah, but she ain’t my daughter.”

“What are we thinking? Quick fling or full-blown affair?”

“You want to know what I think? I think the college girl is the one who leaked the photo. Probably sold it to E! News. I bet she thinks she’s going to be famous now.”

The cops approach the Gucci store, talking to the security detail outside. We all reach for our cameras, getting ready.

“These wasteful pieces of shit,” one paparazzo says. “Shopping at Gucci. Enough wealth to end generational poverty and they spend their money on purses.”

I hold up my camera, look at the store through the viewfinder. “Yeah, totally.”

“Have you seen this year’s list of the worst water wasters in Los Angeles?” he asks. “It’s the same people who shop at these stores. We’re in a drought and these celebrities are using four times their monthly water budgets. It makes me sick. No one should have a grass lawn in this city, you know what I mean? I say light these lawns on fire.”

“Jack Whitlock has a water conservation nonprofit,” I say.

“I bet he still drowns his lawn in sprinklers.”

Another paparazzo: “I just heard she’s going to go out the back entrance. She’s going straight to the garage and will be coming out in her car.” He jerks his thumb toward the parking garage. “I’m going to run over there. You guys text me if she comes out front. You’ll text me, right?”

He dashes off.

“Amateur hour,” the guy with the dead-singer story says.

Across the street, tourists pause to look into Gucci and are turned away. I can’t see anything through the glass. I imagine Jessica inside, picking up and putting down leather wallets. Is she keeping up appearances? Selecting an I’m sorry present for herself? Is she even there at all?

The door opens. We point our cameras. It’s someone else. A rapper and her sister, both in pink tracksuits, brown sunglasses. They jaywalk across the street, stopping to smile, to wave. I take one photo. It’s uninteresting, overexposed. The sky behind them is white; the most unappealing Beverly Hills has ever looked. The rapper and her sister get into a waiting car and drive away.

I break off from the rest of the group, leaving them to snipe at one another, to call their photo agencies. There’s a staircase I like to use as a staging area on Rodeo Drive. When I get there, I find a paparazzo drinking boba tea, waiting for an invite-only lunch gala nearby to let out.

“I hear their house is going up for sale,” he says. I don’t have to ask who he’s talking about.

“Really? They’re talking divorce already?”

“Fucking Bel Air. Twelve thousand square feet for two adults and a kid. Seven bedrooms and fourteen bathrooms. I live in a studio. I shit three feet from where I cook. What’s he doing with fourteen bathrooms? You piss in a different one every hour or something? Unbelievable. No wonder some paparazzi end up completely insane or worse.”

A man in gym clothes passes us on the staircase. We flatten ourselves against the wall to let him by. Seeing our cameras, he shakes his head.

“Disgusting,” he says, looking right at me.

The other paparazzo keeps talking about Jack’s house. “It makes me want to get out of this business. Get my real estate license.”

“But where do you think he is?” I ask.

“We’re never going to find him.”

“Somebody will.”

“He’s probably in one of his other houses. These people own so many houses.”

I list them off. “He’s got one in Bel Air, one in Manhattan, one in Jackson Hole, and one in Mallorca.”

“Geez, you’re obsessed with the guy.”

“But he’s probably here,” I say, manifesting it.

Later, I see an actor leaving a steak house. An A-lister, though he’s never been in a movie with Jack. An unpredictable kind of guy. Sometimes, he is kind to paparazzi. Once, he put one in the hospital. He is wearing a baseball cap and has his head down. I can see his unshaven jawline. He has his phone to his ear. People pass without recognizing him, which is a thing that happens often with guys who can only turn it on for movies. Guys who are not Jack Whitlock.

The actor is yelling into his cell phone. People on the sidewalk hear his voice, start to put together who he is. I take out my camera but make no move toward him. The last time I took his picture, he grabbed my camera and hurled it into the street, chased after it and kicked it, stomped on it.

That was back when I thought the money would never run out. I bought a new camera the next day, laughed at the anecdote.

The actor paces back and forth, gesticulating with his hands. A tourist approaches him. She’s tiny, draped in an oversize Dodgers shirt, carrying a paper bag from a hotel gift shop. She produces a phone and angles it so they’re both in the frame. The actor flinches, steps back. He tells her to get out of his face. She apologizes and walks away quickly.

My fingers itch, wanting to take the photo, but I can’t afford a new camera. It’s not worth it. There’s nothing newsworthy going on with him. No new relationship or baby or movie. Even his whole pace back and forth while yelling into the phone and shouting at tourists thing is pretty basic. There has to be a narrative; that’s what everyone wants now. It’s not enough for the celebrity to just be there; there has to be another layer. The celebrity can’t just be getting lunch; they have to be getting lunch amid pregnancy rumors. Jack Whitlock could be doing anything right now and it would be amid scandal. I try to picture him stepping out of a glossy town car amid scandal, running beneath the shadow of palm trees amid scandal, swimming in a pool alone, looking out at the city, at me, though he does not know it yet. Both of us, circling each other, amid scandal.



I walk aimlessly, vaguely in the direction of Westwood. Along the way, I pass a picket line. A bunch of unionized hotel employees on strike. The same union that represents most of the casino workers in Las Vegas.

I want to be alone in the dark. I want to drink a single drink and listen to a single song and check my phone for updates on Jack. I want to text my sources, apply pressure, promise them money I don’t have yet.

Unfortunately, there is no bar that matches the one in my mind, not in this part of Los Angeles. Every bar is the kind of bar that uses the phrases sun-dappled patio and mixology program on its website. I go to the least offensive one and order a gin and tonic, which is served in a mason jar with ribbons of cucumber, rose petals, and juniper berries. The taste reminds me of Las Vegas: the desert in bloom outside the city. I finish the drink and order a beer, which doesn’t remind me of anything.

I sit at a table on the sidewalk and drink alone, camera in the empty seat across from me. The shadows of palm trees stretch. The air cools in a way that feels deliberate, like air-conditioning turning on.

No news on Jack.

No responses from my sources.

I look at recent photos I took of a director having lunch with a producer. They’re practically worthless. The director and producer have names people recognize, but no one knows or cares about their faces. They are ugly men. They look ugly in the photos, their faces mottled with the redness of drinking too much for too many years.

My phone vibrates on the table, and I reach for it, hoping for news of Jack from one of my sources. Instead, it’s a text from a paparazzo turned awards-show photographer. A selfie from a red carpet event, eyes bugged out and mouth open, press pass around his neck. It’s so nice to actually be INVITED to things!!!! Winky face.

I finish my drink. I’m not going to order another one. I’m going to go home and wait for news. I’m going to meditate. I’m going to fucking pray.

It’s so nice to actually be INVITED, he said, like that was an honor, like that was the goal, like years of chasing people in the street had led to a press pass and an hour of standing beside a red carpet taking pictures of people who spent five hours getting groomed and manicured and styled, seven months dieting and exercising. Those photos. Those red carpet photographers. All of them getting the same boring shots. They will never do what I do. They have given up. I delete the text.

It’s so nice to actually be INVITED, he said. Like it was something to be proud of.



The delivery guy can’t find my apartment.

“I’m trying to get you your goddamn salad,” he huffs into the phone. His voice is familiar, and when he finds my door, his face is too. Another ex-paparazzo, I realize.

He hands me the cardboard box. “Ben? Is that you?”

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“It’s me, man. What’s up?”

The bottom of the box is warm, the oil from the salmon greasy against my fingertips. “Uh, I don’t know. You know.”

“You still doing the pap thing?”

“Yeah, yeah. You?”

He laughs. “Does it look like it?”

“I don’t know. I guess not.”

He cranes his neck and looks into my apartment. “This is a nice place. Must be going pretty good.”

“Yeah. It’s okay.”

He nods, keeps looking, as if adding something up.

“Do you need me to sign something?” I ask.

“Nope,” he says, not looking at me. “It’s all on the app. Leave me a good tip, hey?”

“Sure.” I ease back into my apartment. Something about the way he’s looking at it makes me uncomfortable.

He smiles. “Yep. Pretty nice place there, Ben.”

“Thanks.”

“Yeah, must be going real well.”

“Yes.” I hit the word hard. Definitive. Not like a celebrity in an interview, pausing, forming a lie.

“You know, this delivery gig is better money than being a pap was.” His smile fades. “Guess it’s different for you.”

“Maybe.”

“You know,” he says, “I remember when you first showed up. A lot of shit has gone down since then.”

I don’t ask him what he means by that. I don’t want to know what he’s referring to.

“Thanks for the food,” I say. “I’m going to eat now.”

“Yeah, you do that.” He looks at me for a few more seconds, unblinking, and then turns and goes.

I throw the takeout container in the trash. And then because that doesn’t feel like enough, I take the entire bag to the garbage chute across the hall and drop it in. I stare at the black hole after it falls, listening to it land. I go back into my apartment and lock the door, slide down and sit with my back against it, palms on the floor, trying to ground myself. I close my eyes and see his face, the same as it was in crowds of paparazzi, shouting, shoving, jeering, laughing. Back when we used to be in crowds, before.





chapter three

I knot and re-knot my tie in the bathroom mirror, watching Jack on the TV. He is on two channels: On one, there’s a movie he made three years ago called Spanish for Mercy in which he played the patriarch of a family of homesteaders. On the other, two entertainment reporters discuss the scandal, trying to come up with a hashtag for it.

An L.A. Facelift producer tweets and then deletes: if everyone could leave our beloved Jessica alone right now that would be great… she needs privacy not vultures swarming around

I run a comb through my hair and then wash my face.

Tonight, there’s a private party for a philanthropist / tech overlord. A millionaire wunderkind who donated money to Jack’s environmental nonprofit last year. These are the connections you have to look for. If you are open to them, they are everywhere. The millionaire’s girlfriend’s makeup artist tipped me off, got me on the list. Some celebrities disappear when there’s a scandal; others hide in plain sight. If Jack is the latter, he’ll be at this party. Or at least someone who knows something will be there. Of course, I can’t bring my camera, just my phone. I need to look like a guest, blending in.

The event isn’t for another hour. I drink mineral water and flip back and forth between the two channels, still standing in my bathroom. I like to watch TV standing up just like I like to eat standing up. Shoes on. It just makes more sense to me. A text could come in, telling me where to go. I could be out the door in a minute.

In Spanish for Mercy, it is winter. It is 1864. The crops are not growing. Jack strikes at the frozen ground with a shovel, at first plaintively and then violently, cursing the gray sky above him, the fruitless earth below him, the circling ravens. He falls to his knees and presses his head to the dirt, punching at the soil with his fists and then running his fingers through it, lovingly, pleadingly. Forgive me, he says again and again. Forgive me.

On the other channel, there is a slideshow of girlfriends as the two entertainment reporters narrate his dating history. The costar he dated when they were both teenagers on their first movie set. The models in quick succession in his early twenties. The rumored fling with the much older actress. The Olympic skier. A few more models, and then just one model for two years. And then Jessica, introduced through mutual friends at a dinner party, the way normal people meet.

“Just a stunning couple,” a lithe, mean-looking entertainment reporter says. Her coanchor is an overly botoxed man who makes his assistants take his dick pics, supposedly. If the story ever comes out, a shot of him leaving the studio in disgrace will be a decent paycheck.

“A Montana native, Jessica met Jack shortly after relocating to Los Angeles to work on L.A. Facelift,” he says. “The pair has been together for a decade. I gotta tell you, Cheryl. You just don’t see that kind of longevity in celebrity marriages nowadays.”

“Well, let’s not forget that he used to be a bit of a playboy.”

He winks at the camera. “Who hasn’t been a playboy at some point? Jack, if you’re watching, you have an open invitation to appear on the show. And also, Cheryl here is single.”

“I think every woman in America is single if Jack Whitlock is.”

I go back to the other channel and watch Jack watch the sunrise. A close-up of his face. A quiet folk song. That’s better.

I’m at USC, a paparazzo texts me. I’m going to hang out at the dorm and see if that chick Sasha turns up.

I don’t know why he texts me. I don’t know why any of them do. In the early days, I got a sense of validation whenever a paparazzo asked for my number, added me to a group text thread, but that feeling is gone.

Twenty minutes later, he texts again: i got kicked out they thought i was some pervert

When it’s time, I take Santa Monica to Beverly Hills, park on a darkened, palm-lined street, and walk down the hill.

I give the doorman my name, and he says, “You look familiar.”

He scrutinizes me. We
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