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				“Don’t count on this book thing happening. 

				Please get a real job.”
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				Preface

				A series of flashes exploded from multiple strobe lights, setting off a popping sound each time. I lifted a folded tripod, kicked out its legs, then knelt down to secure it in place. I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to the two women standing over me.

				The shorter of the two wore a half apron packed with makeup brushes of every size. She had smudges of eyeliner and shadow on the back of her hands from testing colors out on herself. “Hey, Lucy... what do you think of this?”

				I stood up and did an about-face. I folded my arms and put one hand under my chin as I did whenever I was giving something my full attention. I tilted my head while carefully studying the model’s face. Her porcelain skin was painted to near perfection. “I think that she needs a darker, pinker lip.”

				The artist exhaled a sigh of relief and exclaimed, “Thanks Lucy! I thought so too!” The women strutted off into the flashing lights.

				“There’s my girl!” The photographer, world-famous Stefano Lepres, skipped over and handed me a medium-format camera. “Let’s set this up for the next shot, shall we?” I smiled at him as he patted me on the back before walking away to discuss lighting with two other photo assistants. I flipped the Hasselblad over and began tinkering with the aperture. The flashing lights continued to pop off toward a fog that flooded the ethereal-looking set. The makeup artist was putting finishing touches on the models who were practicing preening in the direction of the lights as we, the crew, prepped for the shot.

				Abruptly, the camera I was holding began beeping wildly. I turned the dial from auto to manual but the nagging sound persisted. People were staring, some glaring at me. What was happening? Why couldn’t I silence the annoying sounds interrupting the shoot? I frantically wrapped my cardigan around the camera, trying to muffle the incessant beep beep beeping, but it seemed to be getting louder by the second. I started to really panic, when—

				I stretched my arm out from under the cozy comforter. The cold air tingled across my skin as I blindly located the largest button on the little black box next to my twin-sized bed. I slammed my fist down on it and the beeping ceased. I peeked out from my tangled sheets to look at my alarm clock. It was 8:00 a.m. Time to start the first day of the rest of my life.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				chapter one

				Don’t You Know Who (I Think) I Am?

				I couldn’t tell if the wetness dripping down the sides of my face was sweat or rain drizzling from the gray sky. As I held the creased Los Angeles Times directly above my head so as not to drench my coveted portfolio or smear my mascara, I leaned my body in toward the forbidding steel door. My voice became frantic. “What do you mean, you have no idea who I am? Dan is expecting me.”

				“Who?” An exotic-looking Asian girl with smoky pink eye shadow backed up slightly, keeping the door open only a fraction.

				“Dan... DAN! I interviewed him for my ‘Working in the Arts’ article for the Art Institute of Seattle... because he works here... for Stefano Lepres.” At the mere mention of His name, the young woman closed the door even more. “My name is Lucy... Lucy Butler.” Desperation shook me to the core.

				“Look, I don’t know who you are and we’re in the middle of shooting. You’re going to have to leave, sorry.” SLAM. LOCK. LOCK. LOCK. An evil bolt of lightning flashed briefly across the sky, followed by a jolting pound of thunder that roared across the palm-tree-lined streets.

				I could actually feel the color leave my face. My heart barreled down into my stomach as I stood on the step of a Spanish-named street in an unfamiliar area. The rain continued to pour down on the City of Angels as if heaven were attempting to submerge it completely.

				I dragged my feet across the quiet, slick road in disbelief. This was not how I had imagined the first day of my internship. I paused mid-road and pivoted to take another look at the studio. It appeared to be a deserted and ordinary garage from the outside, but I knew what could only be described as magic was happening beyond the fortress façade—and I was supposed to be in there. Raindrops trickled down my ponytail and into the neck of my oxford shirt. I blinked away a blend of rain and tears while reciting the conversation that had brought me here.

				I was ecstatic to be speaking to an actual employee of Stefano Lepres! He had called me, in response to my numerous phone calls to the studio and e-mails to the generic address on Lepres’ website, pleading to interview anyone from the studio for a school assignment. It was one of the highlights of my life, so of course I vividly remember every word that he said. Plus, I took notes. There is no way that I misunderstood what he meant when he said, “You sound like a cool chick. We’re always hiring interns. Come to LA! I’ll get you in!” A cool chick I was not, but possibly he felt some kindred spirit with me, since he had probably once been in my shoes. Why not pay it forward? I certainly would. I recall beaming. “You’d help me get a job with Stefano? That would be amazing!” His friendliness and open-arms attitude was starkly contrasted with my encounter with the mean door girl and her stupid conjunctivitis-esque eye shadow.

				My posture fell into a defeated slump after I climbed into my Jeep and started the engine. As I sat there, gripping the steering wheel with my wet hands, I dared to glance back once again at the building. The one ounce of optimism left in me hoped that Dan had heard that I’d arrived and was mistakenly turned away. He would rush out the door in search of me, apologetically escort me in, and introduce me as the new intern for the greatest photographer in the world, the one and only Stefano Lepres. I stared at the building, willing Dan to appear, but the steel door remained shut.

				Navigating my ancient Jeep Wrangler through a sea of stalled luxury cars, I headed north on Sunset Boulevard. “It’s just rain, people!” I yelled through the zipped-up plastic windows. I hoped that I was going in the right direction. I had only driven up the famous strip a few times. Fortunately the iconic landmarks assisted me like breadcrumbs on a trail. Chateau Marmont. The Sunset Plaza. The Roxy. And... turn.

				Infiltrating the “cool crowd“ was not an unfamiliar challenge for me. Unfortunately, this was not the first time a mean girl shut a door in my face. Natalia B. was having the slumber party to end all slumber parties. The crème de la crème of the ninth grade was in attendance. I could only imagine what actually happened at a “cool girl” sleepover. Luckily I would soon know, since Julie K. passed me her Bedazzled invite during biology class and said, “You should come! Natalia’s mom told my mom everyone is invited!”

				From the porch I clutched my *NSYNC sleeping bag and glittered retainer case tightly. I motioned quickly behind my back, waving my parents off so they and their minivan didn’t embarrass me. The giant front door opened halfway, much like it did today, although this time, Katie G. answered the door and quipped, “No nerds allowed. Sorry, Lucy, but this party is by invite only.” The door shut and I could see her shadow walk away from the frosted glass entrance as another came forward. Julie K. slipped through the door and put her hands on my shoulders. “I am so sorry, Lucy! I guess that I was wrong about everyone being invited.” It was hard to be mad at Julie even then because she was so beautiful and angelic looking, with her almost white hair and luminous blue eyes. Julie was the only nice popular girl in school. I shrugged my shoulders and began to walk down the driveway before any of the girls, now piled up along the living room window to watch the scene unfold, could see me cry. “Wait!” Julie bellowed as she skipped down the driveway. “I’ll walk you home!” Perhaps it was this twinkle in my childhood that gave me a glimmer of hope that Dan would appear and turn things around.

				***

				The Los Batres apartment complex was a tiny Spanish-style building with a minute kidney-bean-shaped pool located just off Melrose Avenue. I dropped my soaked trench coat, shoes and bag in the tiny den of my apartment. “Julie? Sebastian?” I called out toward the two bedrooms. There was no response. I had figured when I moved into the converted two-bedroom apartment with two other roommates that any alone time would be few and far between, so I decided to take advantage of this current solitude.

				I entered the bedroom that I now shared with my best friend since ninth grade, Julie Kaplan. You see, when Julie walked me home after being rejected from the house of awesome, my life was forever changed. I offered to show her the photographs I had been editing for our class yearbook. It was then that I became aware of the power of photography. Naturally, she wanted to take the pictures of her friends back to the party, but as an official yearbook photographer, I could never let them out of my sight. So with one phone call, I was re-invited back to Natalia B’s. “Bring your camera!” they urged. Thereafter, I wasn’t just invited to the cool kids’ parties; they insisted I attend. Photography was my “in.” I became an even hotter commodity once I learned how to use Photoshop. According to photographic evidence, there was not a single pimple or flyaway hair to pester the populars all through high school.

				What drew me to photography in the beginning was its honesty. The camera does not lie. Film records truth, delivering experiences exactly as they occur. It is the photographer’s job to capture the emotion in the best light by way of composition and timing. It is a very simple, honest concept. The more that I compromised this honest documentation, the easier it was to get caught up and lose sight of what it—and I—was all about. By staging shots and retouching the images to the girls’ liking, together we created a false reality, much like the pros do in fashion photography. Digital manipulation granted the girls fuller lips, bigger breasts and clearer skin, and I was the one who could deliver such luxuries with just a few clicks of a mouse. The camera may not lie, but we sure do.

				I constantly reminded myself that my presence was not to be confused with their acceptance. Although I received a VIP pass to popularity, I was still the outsider, a gawky girl who knew how to make everyone else look spectacular. The alternative was to remain a nobody, and being around those girls made me feel like a somebody. I wasn’t in any of the pictures, so it didn’t matter that I didn’t look like one of them. Why even try? It was the same way that I viewed my relationship with fashion. Upon inspection, one would never assume that I know fashion. And I don’t mean that in an I-know-better-than-to-wear-stripes-with-plaid kind of way, which you can actually do—but that’s another story. What I mean is, I know the difference between Proenza and Prada. I can spot a stiletto and tell you who made it and what season. Well, when I spot it in a magazine, that is. But just because I devour dailies and watch Fashion Week on YouTube, it doesn’t mean that it has a place in my real life. I often wonder who actually wears those clothes, and where are they going? True, of course those people exist—just not in my world. Besides, I would rather spend my money on a new Nikon. I was forever going to be a little chubby, a little frizzy and a lot less fashion forward than my peers—and I have always been cool with that. That’s who I am and it’s worked for me. Up until now.

				Julie and I had always enjoyed slumber parties, but sleeping in twin-sized beds at twenty-two seemed absurd. I collapsed backward onto my mini-mattress and pushed hard on my tired eyes. I refused to get upset so easily and promised to daydream of the happy, hopeful place I had been just one week ago...

				***

				It had been another rainy day much like today, however in Seattle where it is expected and accepted. I waited impatiently in my career counselor’s office for our final meeting. James Braves was young, only ten years my senior, and enthusiastic about helping “his” students. His perfect smile and winning personality caused quite a few girls at the Art Institute to scrutinize his hand for a wedding band and hope for a chance at a post-graduation date. I’ll admit that I too wondered about his relationship status, but mostly because I was curious to know who the luckiest-girl-ever would be. I imagined her to be a sun-kissed, willowy blonde with a toned body and blinding smile, just like James. Fantasizing about him being with me would be a waste of time because there was no way a girl like me stood a chance with a guy like him. But he was always nice to me. He often e-mailed me industry news and notified me of local photography assistance work. In fact, I suspected that he sometimes sent me job postings before placing them on the student bulletin board. Fortunately, since he was a huge supporter of my work, it gave me plenty of face-time where I’d pretend that we were at a Parisian bistro table for two and not a particleboard desk for too many. Okay, fine. Yes, I did fantasize about James Braves—but who didn’t? As I waited in his office, my eyes fell on a photo of James and his golden retriever on a river raft. My heart felt like it was thumping and flashing from inside me like a strobe light gone awry. He had the kind of long, curly brown hair that fell just where it should, and his natural smile showcased the kind of teeth that people paid top dollar for.

				“Good morning, future star shooter,” James said with that mesmerizing smile as he entered his office. He put his hand on the shoulder of my faded zip-up hoodie as he walked by. Could he hear my heart being catapulted across my chest? I sure did. “You must be pretty stoked about being this close to the end.” He sat down in his chair.

				“As my guidance counselor, shouldn’t you be saying ‘close to the beginning’?” I studied him as he got up, retrieved a file with my name scribbled across the top and quickly shuffled through the papers before tossing it on the desk between us.

				“Touché... got me there. Tell me, what are you thinking? Wait, let me guess: Stefano Lepres or bust?”

				I smiled and nodded. “Yup.”

				“Hollywood is a tough place, Lucy. You might want to get a few years in working for some local photographers, perfect your craft with the small fish before taking on the big sharks... You’re such a sweet girl, Luce. I’d rather see you stay in Seattle and let me continue to work with you on shaping your career and...”

				He continued speaking, but he’d lost me at “sweet.” He thinks I’m a sweet girl? Did he just call me “Luce”! Only my closest friends and family call me Luce! He thinks I am a sweet girl and he called me Luce! Briefly, I wondered if he saw me as I saw myself, a slightly frazzled art student geek with grease pencils holding up my ponytail. Or was it possible that I had some undiagnosed case of dysmorphia and was unknowingly a smoking-hot Victoria’s Secret supermodel doppelganger?

				“Lucy... Do you get what I am saying?” I mentally snapped back to earth. Reality check to self! I am in fact the frazzled art student geek with grease pencils holding up my ponytail, and I should be focusing on the one and only thing James... err... um, Mr. Braves would ever be interested in when it comes to me: my career.

				“Look, there is no way I am going to turn down a once-in-a-lifetime internship for the photographer who inspired me to get into photography in the first place. I’d be crazy!” I exclaimed. “Besides, I’m moving there with my best friend, Julie, and we have already committed to an apartment and everything... Sure, it’s Hollywood and I’m still not certain as an adjective what that means exactly but I’m ready to find out.”

				James sat up and turned away to tap his pencil on the desk a few times before tossing it to the side and facing me. “Okay, I admire your determination and I do believe you will get a job with him... eventually. But, don’t put all your eggs in one basket. Have a backup plan before you leave. You know what I mean? This internship sounds a little... sketchy.”

				“Sketchy? Dan offered me an internship! He said that it was ‘no problem.’ What else did he need to say? I’m sure that he wouldn’t just invite me down if he wasn’t positive that I’d be hired. He knew that I’d be coming all the way from Seattle...”

				“Based on what, Lucy?” James said, sternly. “You were interviewing him for a paper, correct? Did he interview you? Did he ask about your capabilities or experience on a set? At any point did Dan Whatever-His-Last-Name-Is request a resume or references even?”

				It was kind of cute how heated up he got over my well-being, and it excited me a little bit. James’s concerns were valid, and I had considered them myself, but they were overshadowed by the opportunity. I reasoned that it could be possible Dan just had a gut feeling that I was a hardworking, honest girl and he simply wanted to help me out. Instead of addressing every detail of the situation, I silently agreed to disagree.

				“I understand and will have a backup plan.”

				“What about your parents? Any help from them?” The mention of my folks brought me back to earth.

				“From Dr. and Mrs. Butler? To support me moving over a thousand miles away? Oh sure, they’re stuffing hundred-dollar bills in my pockets every time I visit. It’s getting out of control really... In fact they...”

				“Okay, I get it! They still haven’t gotten over the fact that you went the ‘alternative route.’” James used his hands to gesture quotation marks around the words “alternative route” and flashed his irresistible smile.

				“Well, it’s my father who doesn’t agree with my choosing art over science, being a doctor and having great connections and all. He’d rather see me take a safer, more conservative route. My mom, on the other hand, loves that I am getting involved with photography, since it has always been my thing, but hates the idea of me having anything to do with Hollywood. She reads those trashy tabloids and thinks that it is all sex, drugs and silicone.” I laughed at the thought.

				James’s eyes drifted to an actual smoking-hot Victoria’s Secret supermodel doppelganger as she strutted past the glass partition. I glanced at her too, my eyes momentarily transfixed on the back of her perfect thighs as she walked away. I subconsciously tugged at the bottom of my sweatshirt to cover the top of my own thunder thighs. Late nights in the darkroom had led to many visits to the vending machine and drive-thru dinners—and neither had been kind.

				I continued my ramblings. “So... I guess they’re worried that I am making a huge mistake. But I love photography, and it’s not about Hollywood; it’s about Lepres! Plus, yes, Stefano is my idol, but he is also the greatest photographer in the world. He is a genius!”

				James refocused, tugged at the collar of his shirt and leaned forward, resting his elbows on top of his knees. “Listen, your portfolio is exceptional. But I’ve heard some crazy stories about this Stefano Lepres character... I gotta tell you, Butler, he seems a little out there... Even his work is a little... out there.” He opened the top drawer and pulled out the latest issue of American Photo, sliding it across the desk.

				I turned to a page marked by a yellow sticky note. The headline read, “Inside the Mad Mind of This Generation’s Fellini: The Great Stefano Lepres.” Of course, I had already read this issue. In fact, I had two copies because the newsstand had it before my subscribed edition arrived in the mail. A portrait of Lepres was displayed on the first page of the article. His smile was inviting, his dark chocolate eyes alluring. A model once-upon-a-time, he knew how to work with his chiseled cheekbones and square jaw. Another photo of him on a red carpet accompanied the article. He flashed a peace sign and appeared as if he had just stepped out of the Salvation Army based on his androgynous ensemble. His standard look consisted of muddy and muted oatmeal hues layered loosely over his lanky frame. He appeared very thrown together, but judging by his work, one could only assume that it was a thoughtfully planned-out appeal. Regardless, I appreciated that he dressed down and figured that this meant he was low-key, just another photographer who knew his purpose was to make others look spectacular.

				“He looks like a nice guy to me,” I defended.

				James took the magazine from my hands and thumbed to page three. He read aloud, “‘Lepres declined to comment on the rumor of his on-set meltdown resulting in setting superstar Beyonce’s hair on fire.’” He looked up at me with a smile that said Are you nuts?

				“I know. I’ve read stuff too,” I admitted. “But I mean, really? You can’t believe everything that you read. I’m sure that is part of some silly rumor started by a jealous industry person. Clearly you missed this part of the article...” I took the magazine back and flipped back to page two. A portrait of a dozen colorful people took over most of the third page. They all posed and preened into the camera. None of them had model looks but they all exuded confidence and artistic know-how. Surely they were once frazzled art geeks themselves. I read aloud, “‘We consider ourselves the Lepres Family; consisting of dreamers, visionaries and trendsetters, each handpicked by Stefano. He not only captains the ship but encourages us to be better as artists and grow in our field,’ says Elizabeth Rich, a former intern turned lead producer.” I continued reading: “‘My designs would never have seen the light of day if Stefano hadn’t come along. Now you can’t open any magazine further than five pages without seeing one of my creations. I am forever grateful for his ability to turn anything that he touches to gold!’ says former assistant stylist turned fashion maven Frankie Fredo.”

				James remained unimpressed. “And...?”

				“And? Anyone that works for him goes somewhere—fast! Could you imagine the possibilities? A few years with Lepres and I could be the next Ellen von Unwerth! Who knows? And besides that, they are the type of artsy family that I’ve always wanted to be part of. I want to be one of them so badly. I think that I belong there. Actually, no—I know that I belong there. Does this make sense?”

				James exhaled deeply as he spun his chair around to a file cabinet. He removed a heavy paper bag from a metal drawer and put it on my lap. “Perfect sense.”

				“What’s this?” I unfolded the sack and stared inside. Peeking right back at me was an old Nikon camera.

				“I found it at a vintage shop a few years ago and never got around to using it. It is basically worth nothing and I know it’s not as glitzy as the flashy digital ones... but there is something honest and real about its simplicity. It’s authenticity made me think of you.” My jaw fell. I never in my wildest dreams expected a gift from James Braves. He was thinking of me outside of school? Maybe I’m not clinically insane. Perhaps there is an Otter Pops chance in hell that he... Stop, Lucy! Just stop! I had to pull myself back to reality yet again. It’s an old camera in a paper bag, not a Tiffany ring in a blue box! Get a hold of yourself! I picked up the camera and gave it a closer inspection. As hokey as it sounds, I felt a real connection to the clunker. I imagined that we, the camera and I, would go on our own adventure, becoming better than anyone expected.

				“Wow, Mr. Braves... err... um, James. I really don’t know what to say! Thank you... so much!” I stood up and surprised myself by giving him a full-on hug.

				“Hey, you’ll be great—and remember, I’m always here for you!” Probably realizing the questionable appropriateness of his embrace with a student, James put his hands on my shoulders to put some distance between us. I briefly wondered if he would have done the same with the supermodel doppelganger. “When you’re a famous photographer, don’t forget about your first fan.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				chapter two

				What’s Your Dream?

				Balancing on the tips of my toes over the bed frame, I held up a giant poster of two fashionable girls wrestling over a sleeping jaguar. The vibrant colors jumped off the drab wall. A final thumbtack secured the lower left corner as I smoothed my hand across the poster before leaning back and allowing my eyes to feast on the image.

				“Are you going to ask him to sign it?” Julie forced through a yawn as she entered the room with two steaming coffee mugs. I took one of the mugs with both hands.

				“Probably. Definitely going to try to get those signed first.” I nodded to the bookshelf showcasing Lepres’ last three art books.

				“You are totally obsessed!” Julie teased as she curled up on her bed, tucking her knees into her oversized T-shirt.

				“I’m sorry—how many times have you made me watch Lost in Translation? Just because Scarlett Johansson hasn’t called you to be her next understudy doesn’t mean that you can get on me for...” Julie sank farther into a sea of mismatched blankets and stared into her coffee. It seemed impossible for someone who had been told her whole life that she was perfect to have an ounce of self-doubt, but deep down Julie did have her insecurities. Something even I, her best friend, sometimes forgot.

				“Yet,” I amended quickly. “She hasn’t called you yet, is what I meant to say. You are going to be one of the greatest actresses of our time, Jules!” Julie half smiled. “I can see it now!” I pulled my friend up from the bed by her arm before putting my arm around her shoulders. We turned toward the door, which I swiftly shut using my right foot. The opposing side of the door faced us, displaying a glamorous photo of Angelina Jolie, also shot by Lepres. “That is going to be you and I am going to be the one behind the camera! Together all the way! Just like we’ve been saying since we were fourteen! Remember the day we decided that we’d move to LA and follow our dreams?”

				“Yeah, the day that I didn’t get cast for any of the lead parts in Rent. I hated that day.”

				“Yeah, but then we ditched school and snuck into the movie theater with two pints of ice cream! I loved that day!”

				“That’s right! We tapped our spoons together and swore on Ben and Jerry that one day you’d make it as a famous photographer and I’d make it as a movie star. We were such dorks.”

				“Jules, it’s all happening now! We’re here, and we are going to make it. We just need to make it happen! I mean, if only for Ben and Jerry...” I held my mug out.

				Julie tapped her coffee mug to mine as we both took a sip, still eye to eye with Angelina. “You’d better make it to the studio soon. It’s already late into the morning. I’d want to be there early just in case they are shooting again...” Realizing the time, I bolted for the bathroom and immediately turned the shower on. Over the crushing sounds pouring from the faucets, Julie yelled, “And take it easy in here! It’s starting to look like a stalker’s shrine!”

				Once again, I followed the boulevard breadcrumbs in reverse to the studio. The Roxy. Sunset Plaza. The Chateau Marmont and... turn!

				Eyeing myself in the reflection of a window around the corner from Stefano’s studio, I tried to pump myself up. “You got this. This is your destiny,” I whispered aloud. I stepped back and adjusted my sensible black slacks, beige button-down blouse and business casual flats. I had purchased a few interchangeable work-appropriate pieces from Ann Taylor Loft before leaving Seattle just in case they had me start right away. I pulled my ponytail apart tightly to secure it. My red hair was still slightly damp but I didn’t want to waste time with heated tools. I was on a mission and time was of the essence. Once again, I marched right up to the familiar door and rang the buzzer.

				“SLS,” a male voice crackled out of the speaker box. Not so shockingly, I lost my voice and my nerve, as well as any ability to put words together. “Hellooooo?... Stefano Lepres Stuuuuudiossss... Wait, are you selling Bibles?”

				Bibles? I looked up and acknowledged the small but obvious CCTV camera above the door. I spoke to it and said, “Am I... what? No... My name is Lucy Butler and”—deep breath—“I am here to intern.” I pulled my head up high and took a dry gulp.

				The door swung open and the human equivalent of a peacock emerged. A femme man wearing a rhinestone-encrusted, leopard-print, cropped Jeremy Scott T-shirt folded his arms and rested his fisted hand under his chin. “Are you sure? Because, quite frankly, you look like you’re selling Bibles.” He batted his faux eyelashes.

				“No... I... I’m here to work. Is Dan here?”

				“Who?” The peacock lifted his penciled eyebrows.

				“Look, I came here to intern. Dan said to come to LA. I have a paid internship working for Mr. Lepres and...”

				“A paid internship? Ha... darling, that is adorable! Tell me more!” He twirled his blinged-out Patricia Field grenade necklace in fascination.

				“Yes, a paid internship... Is there a manager here? Or someone that I can talk to?” My face burned red with embarrassment and frustration.

				“Yes and no. There is a manager; however, she is currently... indisposed. Now about those Bibles...”

				***

				For the next three weeks I diligently tried gaining access to Stefano’s studio. It seemed like new people rotated there daily, because I never met the same person twice. Nobody knew who Dan was, so I stopped dropping his name after the third attempt. Not once did the steel entryway open farther than five inches as one exotic creature or another would scrutinize me up and down, then raise an eyebrow as if to say, What can you possibly contribute here? One day someone kindly let me slide my resume through the crack under the door. Still, every visit ended with a sassy studio worker cutting me off mid-sentence and slamming the door just inches from my reddened face. I was determined to keep trying because, while the door was barely being answered, I just knew that one day it would swing wide open. All I had to do was keep showing up. Besides, I told practically everyone in my life that I had this internship, and returning home to Seattle to say “I was wrong” was not an option.

				Following the last rejection, I huffed all the way home and steamrolled into the apartment. Slamming the door behind me caused both roommates to look up from the couch in unison. I dropped my bags and portfolio to the floor and stomped into the bedroom, closing the door with my back and sliding down Angelina’s pouting face before sobbing into my hands.

				After a few quiet knocks on the door, I opened it to find Julie looking down at me. I rose to my feet and wiped away tears with my sleeve after accepting a much-needed hug.

				“Don’t worry, Luce. If you’re stressed about money, I got a job at GiGi’s today, and from what I understand that is a really good thing! Apparently, being a waitress is this town’s secret gateway to everyone that you need to know. Maybe I’ll meet a casting director on his lunch break... or a photographer looking for an assistant...” I nodded as she consoled me, but the thought of giving up on my dream was devastating, especially since I had come so close to making it happen. Or had I? Maybe I just wasn’t cut out for this place.

				Our third roommate entered the hallway with three colorful margaritas in hand. Just like the flamboyant concoction, Sebastian was large, loud and proud. Although he was African-American, he was obsessed with all things Latin due to his unwavering crush on Ricky Martin, who he insisted he “had a moment with” at a bar once. He even had a Puerto Rican flag tattooed on his shoulder. Bas was never seen without a signature silky scarf worked into his wardrobe. He’d collected them for years, finding most of them on eBay where, he admitted, “It may not be real, honey, but it looks real good.” Today he was wearing a navy one decorated with tiny “LV”s all over. It loosely hugged his neck and really brought out the blue in his colored contacts. Julie and I found his room for rent online and fell in love with him immediately. He was a self-described “slashie” (fashion stylist “slash” actor), although he never actually spoke of work or went on auditions. Julie had seen an unemployment check once, and he had mentioned being laid off from a “major film agency,” which explained his ability to maintain. With his confident demeanor and fabulous presentation, Bas defined the phrase “fake it till you make it.”

				He beamed, “Girl, there isn’t any sense in crying over not becoming America’s Next Top Intern. You only just got here! Did Julia Roberts become a wifey one week after whoring herself out to that financial fox? HALE no!”

				“Um, actually, it was one week,” I corrected.

				“For the bargain rate of three thousand dollars...” Julie dramatically quoted between sips of the potent drink.

				“But nice try, Bas.” I giggled through my tears.

				Sebastian snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “Well, there’s your problem, honey! You put the wrong bait on the fishing wire! You should have sent me to Mr. Lepres—I’d have hooked that fine man just like Miss Roberts did!” He turned to walk away, slapped his derriere with his left hand, raised his glass high above his head with his right and let out a “Cinda-fuckin-rella! Welcome to Hollywood! What’s your dream?”

			

		

	
		
			
				
				
				chapter three

				The G-Spot

				The GiGi Spot (G-Spot, to those in-the-know) was a Spanish-Italian-French fusion restaurant that had been the most happening place to see and be seen at for the past year—a lifetime in LA, where attention spans are short and diners fickle. Rather than the standard chairs and barstools, the interior was adorned with wine-colored velvet chaise lounges. Seven gigantic gaudy chandeliers hung from the mirrored ceiling. It was alluring and overdone—much like its owner, Gi Gi Ramone, heiress to the Ramone Records family, a socialite known mostly for her late-night antics and appetite for infamous men. All those men must have kept her appetite at bay since, according to staff, she hadn’t been seen in her own bistro for at least six months. I don’t know if it was her absence or just the typical life cycle of an LA restaurant, but the G-Spot’s glory was starting to fade. Although still busy, the crowds were beginning to thin and star sightings were less frequent. Still, I had to admit, I had read so much about the G-Spot in the tabloids that I was excited that Julie had an in where my favorite stars drank and dined.

				Julie had become an excellent server, relishing her conversations with the rich and sometimes famous, even if it was limited to, “Shall we cook that rare, medium or well-done?” After five weeks of delivering minuscule servings of nouvelle cuisine on unnecessarily large plates, Julie was quite pleased with her finances and didn’t even mind paying for both our parts of the rent and groceries, as long as I cooked, cleaned and did our laundry.

				It was around this time that Gi Gi Ramone got caught in a sex tape scandal with her boyfriend of the minute—a rock-musician—and, thanks to the media, the G-Spot underwent a renaissance. Once again it was hot and business was booming. Famous people were making the scene and hordes of paparazzi lingered outside, hoping to get the “money shot.” When the action outside was slow, Benny, the manager, provided the shutterbugs sandwiches and pasta to keep them close by. Yet when escorting a celebrity out of the club to a waiting car, Benny yelled at the paparazzi and called them “rats,” only to wink and nod at them on his way back in.

				Tonight had been an average night for the G-Spot, which was far above average for any other place in town. At eleven thirty in the evening the place was still buzzing with the A- and B-list.

				“You waiting for Julie?” a bartender with movie-star looks questioned me as he flipped a short glass behind his back, caught it and filled it up with water, adding a sliver of lemon before placing it on a napkin in front of me. I pretended to be impressed even though he did this every time I came by to pick up Julie from work.

				“Wow! Thank you! Yes, just waiting as usual.” I knew why he was flirting with me. It was for the same reason that any guy had flirted with me since I was fifteen: Julie. Guys would do nearly anything to get closer to her. I had more dates with wingmen than I care to admit. Or dare to count.

				“You want a cocktail?” he further inquired. I have never been much of a drinker. Even at parties in high school, I would sneak off to the bathroom, pour the beer out of a bottle and fill it with water. I had held the hair back for one too many of the populars puking their Pabst out at a house party. I swore that I would never be “that girl.” I politely declined the beverage and zipped among the crowd in hopes of finding Julie. I stopped and looked around, eyes darting from famous face to famous face, when I felt my feet start to slide and, horrified, realized that I was stepping on the train of Jennifer Lopez’s white silk Marchesa gown! Terrified, I leaped off the fabric. Like a cartoon, I imagined my eyes popping out from my head as they met the black imprint from my filthy footwear soiling the white train. I turned quickly and found myself eye to eye with an amused George Clooney. He raised his cocktail with one hand and put the pointer finger of his other hand to his lips, making a silent shhh motion. I gave him a nervous thumbs-up and immediately made my way to the front. That’s right: a thumbs-up. Why was I acting like such an idiot? How did Julie manage to keep her cool around famous people?

				“Julie! There you are! I have to get out of here. I’m an accident waiting to happen...”

				“Yeah, me too. My feet are killing me.” Julie rotated her left ankle. I also couldn’t comprehend how the girls at GiGi’s worked in their required sky-high heels. “Oh my God, I waited on Ryan Reynold’s table tonight, and I have to tell you what he said!...” Julie always had the craziest celebrity encounters, which she excitedly shared with me after every shift.

				We pushed open the tall double glass doors and took in a soft breeze. We were barely paying attention, as we almost walked right into two men.

				The first man entered the restaurant, brushing past us without making eye contact, but then the second man opened the door the rest of the way and waited for us to walk out. I looked up to thank him for being so kind, and at that moment everything seemed to go into slow motion. In that split second, that face, his face, only inches from my own, registered in my mind. I couldn’t breathe! As he headed inside and disappeared into the restaurant, I turned to an equally stunned Julie and we both mouthed in unison, “Stefano Lepres!” My knees went weak and I am still not sure if I was breathing at this point. I watched him make his way through the crowd and up the stairs to a table for two overlooking the scene.

				“Go on. Go back in there and talk to him! This is your big chance... Go!” commanded Julie.

				“I can’t. I physically can’t move. I can’t do it,” I told her as I started to shake.

				“If you can’t, then I will.” Julie pushed past me and headed back into the restaurant. She slid her purse behind the hostess stand and picked up a cocktail tray from behind the bar.

				I followed behind her, worried about what she might do. “Wait! Julie, stop! What are you doing?” I gasped.

				Without a moment’s hesitation, Julie marched right up to table thirteen and took his drink order. I was dying inside, watching her lean over Stefano Lepres. I could see her mouth forming the words, “See that girl over there?” and pointing right at me, frozen like an idiot standing in the entryway. “She’s your biggest fan!” Stefano smiled politely. I remained rooted as Julie headed to the bar. Returning with drinks in hand, she simultaneously removed my purse from my tight grip and replaced it with a serving tray showcasing two dirty martinis, all while literally pushing me toward table thirteen, even as my head was shaking no. “Go!” she commanded.

				I knew damn well that if I didn’t drop the tray, it would only be by the grace of God. Somehow, with one foot following the other, I made my way through the sea of people and toward the man I had only dreamed about. All was going well. At least I hadn’t fainted. Now if only I could find my voice.

				“So, I hear you are my biggest fan.” Nodding, I placed the drinks on the table with shaky hands. “Well, it’s nice to meet you.” Pointing to the man seated next to him he said, “This is my boyfriend, Mathieu.”

				“It’s nice to meet you both. I’m Lucy.”

				Now, I don’t exactly remember this, but I fear that I might have curtsied at this point.

				“Have a seat!” He pulled a vacant chair from the table behind him and swung it over beside him. I sat down and uncomfortably shifted positions several times. Where had my voice gone?

				“Are you an actress?”

				An actress? Me? Oh yeah, sure!

				“Actually, I am a photographer... I majored in fashion photography.”

				“That’s what I majored in!”

				He was talking to me. He was talking to me! I could have peed in my pants. I mean, I might have—but just a little.

				“Yeah, I know,” I responded, smiling down at the table, unable to make eye contact with Him.

				“Have you found any work in LA? Why aren’t you going to New York? That’s where the fashion is at.”

				“Well...” I swallowed, noticing
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