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GOSSIP

YOUR #1 SOURCE FOR ALL THE HOLLYWOOD DIRT THATS FIT TO SLING

Which up-and-coming reality starlet is in for a rude awakening? She may star in the hottest show on PopTV, but rumors are swirling about her off-camera behavior. Does L.A.s newest darling have a sweet tooth for trouble? Well, she wont be able to keep her secrets from viewers for long. Cameras are following her every move . . . even when PopTV is not filming. Welcome to Hollywood!













A few months earlier . . . 
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ALWAYS LOOK ON THE CLOSET FLOOR FIRST



Jane Roberts leaned against her dresser, studying the way her white silk nightie looked against her sun-kissed skin. Her loose blond curls cascaded softly over her shoulders as she pretended not to be interested in the guy in her bed.

Come over hereor am I going to have to come get you?

Jane smiled mischievously at the ground, then raised her face to him, staring into his chocolate brown eyes.

She slinked back to the bed, slid onto the white silk sheets, and nestled next to him.

Janie, youre the most amazing girl Ive ever met. Im so in love with you, its crazy, he said, gazing into her eyes.

Really, Caleb? Jane smiled, and reached for him . . . 

     . . . and woke up to find herself lying next to some strange, sweaty guy. Some strange, sweaty, half-naked guy. He smelled like bad cologne and armpits and pot.


He rolled over sleepily in her direction. Cassandra?

Jane yanked the sheet (not silk) around herself as she sat upwhich was not entirely necessary, since she was wearing her favorite faded baby blue Gap jammies that covered . . . well, everything.

Who the hell are you? she yelled.

The guy flinched at the decibel level of her voice. He rubbed his bloodshot eyes and stared at her. Your hair was, like, black or brown last night, he said, confused. And really long. It kept swishing against my face when we

Okay, thats enough, Jane cut him off.

Soooo.

This was one of Scarletts friends. Or, more accurately, one of Scarletts here-today, gone-tomorrow hookups. Janes BFF (and, as of a week ago, roommate), Scarlett Harp, was famous for giving guys the wrong name, or the wrong phone number, or bothdeliberately, so she wouldnt have to see them again. If it turned out the next morning that she actually liked the guy and wanted to see him again, shed tell him shed been too wasted the night before to get her contact info straightso sorry!

But this rarely happened. When it came to long-term relationships, Scarlett had Commitment Issues (according to Jane) and High Standards (according to Scarlett).

In any case, WTF was this guy doing in her bed?

Cassandra is in the next room, Jane informed him curtly.

The guy grinned sheepishly. Oh! Sorry, dude. I got up to take a leak, and

I dont need the details. Jane gave him a gentle shove. Bye! She turned away as he pushed himself from her bed, but not before catching an eyeful of the snake tatt that slithered creepily across his back. Ew.

Jane jumped out of bed and slammed the door behind him. She had to take a shower, like, immediately. Who knew how long he had been in her bed, polluting it with Old Spice and man sweat?

In the glass bowl on her nightstand, her goldfish, Penny, zipped through the water, her tail swishing excitedly. Breakfast in two seconds, Pen, Jane promised. She hoped she wasnt out of fish food. Could goldfish eat granolaor maybe English muffin crumbs? What was in fish food, anyway? And, more important, where was the fish food?

First things first. Shower. Her eyes scanned the floor for her bathrobe. She headed for her closet, stepping over a couple of cardboard boxes that she hadnt gotten around to unpacking yet. The boxes were marked JANES BEDROOM STUFF in plum eye pencil, because she hadnt been able to find a Sharpie during her marathon packing spree back home in Santa Barbara.

She and Scarlett had moved to L.A. less than seven days ago, and she still had a lot of settling in to do. In fact, shed been living under what her father called battlefield conditions: ripping open boxes at the last minute when she needed something, like her favorite blue bikini or her blender for making strawberry-banana smoothies. Every day she promised herself that she would finish unpacking soon. Maybe tomorrow. Or maybe next month. Whenever.

Janes procrastination was something her new roomie was familiar with. There was very little the two friends didnt know about each other. Jane had first met Scarlett fourteen years ago, in kindergarten. Back then, Jane loved to raid the costume trunk and dress up her classmates in feather boas, silk scarves, velvet capes, and strings of plastic beads. Then shed organize tea parties, pouring pretend tea into tiny plastic teacups. But five-year-old Scarlett wouldnt play along, saying that dress-up and tea parties were shallow games for shallow people. Jane had no idea what the word shallow meant then, but Scarlett had intrigued her with her rebellious personality and above-grade-level vocab.

They had been best friends ever since. Scarlett was still the same old Scarlett: a rebel with off-the-charts SAT scores who never hesitated to say whatever was on her mind. And despite the fact that she refused to brush her hair or wear anything fancier than jeans, she was gorgeous.

And Jane was still the same old Jane: wanting to dress everybody up and organize parties. In fact, thats why she had moved to L.A., after doing the backpacking-around-Europe-after-high-school thing with Scarto intern for event planner Fiona Chen, who specialized in celebrity weddings and parties. Since Scarlett was starting her first semester at the University of Spoiled Children, better known as the University of Southern California, or U.S.C., the two had found an apartment together in Hollywood. It wasnt the fanciest place in the world. Or the biggest. Or the quietestJanes bedroom window was about twenty feet away from the entrance to the 101 freeway. This may have been a blessing in disguise though, because she shared a thin wall with Scarlett, and Scarlett had her, um, boy habit. So the steady hum of traffic was kind of like a white noise machine. Kind of.

She might not have fully unpacked yet, but Jane already had ideas for how to decorate their humble new home. With a little paint (she was thinking turquoise, tangerine, cream), some plants (bromeliads, cactus, a ficus tree with tiny Christmas lights), and some goodies from Target (silk pillows, velvet throws, faux vintage lamps), it could be a palace. (Optimism was another known Jane personality trait.)

In her head, Jane was always planning, imagining, simmering with creativity. Even now, standing in front of her closet door, she was distracted by a magazine clipping that she had taped upa photo of an antique purple fan with tiny glass beads. Flipping through Elle, Vogue, Dwell, and other magazines, she was constantly inspired, thinking about what would go with an Oscar after-party or a beachy wedding or a black-tie-at-midnight birthday bash. (A lot of her friends lived to party, whereas Jane lived to plan parties.) She had papered her beige, or cappuccino, walls (or were they just dirty?) with clippings of gorgeous venues and locations, flower arrangements, clever centerpieces, random pretty objects.

Jane spotted her fuzzy blue bathrobe on the closet floor, right next to Pennys fish food. Always look on the closet floor first, she told herself. She was really excited about her internship. She was really excited about being in L.A., period. She couldnt wait to begin enjoying her new job, new boys, new adventures, new everything. She and Scarlett were going to have so much fun.

Janes life had always (well, almost always) been pleasant, predictable. She wasnt sure when or how, exactly, but all that was about to change. Moving to L.A., putting off college for the Fiona Chen internship . . . all of it was meant to shake things up, to make room for something new and amazing in her life.

Janes happy fantasy was interrupted by the sound of a loud burp, then a toilet flushing. A moment later, there was a knock on her door. Cassandra? a guys voice called out.

One door down! Jane shouted back.

Ugh. Her new and amazing life would have to wait until she and Scarlett settled on some house rules. Like . . . Scarlett was not allowed to bring home guys who were too stupid or too baked to find their way back to her room.

On second thought, maybe Jane would just invest in a lock for her bedroom door.
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YOURE NOT A TOTAL BITCH



Scarlett poured a cup of coffee, black, into her favorite mug, which said: COGITO, ERGO SUM, her favorite saying by her favorite philosopher, Ren Descartes. It was Latin for I think, therefore, I am, but she liked to tell anyone who bothered to ask that it was Swahili for Im shallow, but youre ugly, although she actually thought of herself as the opposite of shallow, and she considered beautyor at least what passed for beauty in Southern Californiato be highly overrated.

Scarlett knew that she had a strange sense of humor. It made people a little wary of her. But she liked it that way.

The midmorning sun slanted through the grimy windows and lit up the urine-colored kitchen walls. Outside, palm fronds swayed against the black-and-white backdrop of this weeks billboard: some random teen modeling a thong. Noises rose up from the street: cars honking, rap blaring from someones apartment, the guy from the ground-floor bodega swearing in Spanish. (Scarlett spoke four languages passably, including Spanish, and recognized mierda and caray.) The window fans whirred silently, stirring up the thick air without actually cooling anything. The cracked white thermometer with the smiley face on it registered 92 degrees.

Sipping her Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf French Roast, Scarlett caught a glimpse of her reflection in the garage-sale mirror Jane had propped next to the fridge to make the room look bigger. (Although who wanted to make a urine-colored room look bigger?) Wearing only a faded black tank and American Apparel boy briefs, Scarlett recalled the dozens of times guys had told her how hot she looked in this particular ensemble. But her appearance was not a quality she thought much about. In fact, her attractiveness sometimes got in the way of what she really wanted. It made other girls jealous of her and, consequently, they snubbed her (at best) or acted like sabotaging, PMS-plagued, psycho bitches from hell (at worst). It made guys unable to see past her super-long, wavy black hair, olive skin, and piercing green eyes to actually connect with her brain, which she worked hard to cultivate and was actually quite proud of. This made hookups easy, but friendships with guys nearly impossible. Her good looks made her parentsMom was a shrink, gag, and Dad was a cosmetic surgeon, double gaglecture her frequently and patronizingly about the risks of teen sex, as if only hot girls got pregnant or contracted STDs.


Scarlett had read in some book that Descartes was thought to have had sex only once in his life. Poor Descartes! Maybe Mr. I think, therefore, I am shouldve spent a little more time thinking about sex. Scarlett believed passionately in a life of the mind and the bodythat is, to be brilliant and to hook up as often as possible. It was a good life, as far as she was concerned. Even though it sometimes led to mistakes, like the one she had brought home last night.

Morning.

Scarlett glanced up. Jane was standing in the doorway, stifling a yawn. She was wearing her blue robe that made her look about ten years old, and her long blond hair was wet. There was a spot of white moisturizer on her lightly freckled nose, and she smelled like strawberry shampoo. She was, as always, an adorable little mess. She looked like the girl next door, and had the innocence to match. That innocence made some people (like Scarlett) fiercely protective of her. It made other people (like all the assholes of the world) try to take advantage of her.

Scarlett smiled. Hey. You want some breakfast? Or is it lunch already?

Hmm. What do we have? Jane asked.

Scarlett opened the fridge. Half a questionable-looking lime, one peach soy yogurt with an expiration date of yesterday, and a pizza box containing a few slices from a couple nights ago.

Hmm. Maybe we should go out, Scarlett suggested, frowning at the contents of the fridge.

Jane joined her. Her five-foot, five-inch frame was four inches shy of Scarletts. Well . . . I wouldnt want to tear you away from your hunky new boyfriend, she teased.

Scarlett laughed.

I had the pleasure of meeting him this morning, Jane went on. In bed.

Excuse me?

He wandered into my room by accident. I dont know, Scar. He wasnt up to your usual standards. Jane grinned.

Scarlett grinned back. Yeah, well, what can I say? I met him a couple nights ago at that used bookstore around the corner. He was in the literature aisle, reading James Joyce. I thought he might be interesting so when he asked me out I said yes. She added, Anyway, hes gone. Which, as you know, is how I like my men.

Jane reached into the fridge, opened the pizza box, and grabbed a slice. She leaned up against the counter and bit into it. One of these days, youre going to fall in love with some guy, and youre not going to know what to do with yourself.

Scarlett took another sip of her coffee and considered this. Love . . . who needed love? As long as she had her books and her friends and an occasional hookup, she was perfectly content. Real relationshipsthe kind that were supposed to last but never didwere more trouble than they were worth. What, was she going to be like her mother, who taught her patients how to get in touch with their feelings but who never said I love you to her own husband? Or like her father, who chiseled women into perfect SoCal goddesses but who never told his own wife that she was beautiful? Besides, life was too short to be stuck with one guy and one guy only. There was an entire universe full of them.

You want to do something today? Jane asked her, offering her some pizza.

Scarlett took a bite. It didnt taste too old. Sure. Like what?

Its Saturday. We should do something fun. Were in L.A., and we havent done much since we got here. Jane paused and stared out the window. Maybe we could go shopping on Melrose? And tonight we could go out to dinner and maybe go to a club?

Scarlett arched her eyebrows skeptically. Its funny how you say that, like you actually know what clubs to go to in L.A.

Im sure we can figure it out. Jane shrugged as she tossed the pizza crust into the empty sink. Then she narrowed her eyes at Scarlett. But you have to promise me one thing, she said very seriously.

What?

Jane smiled. No picking up guys with snake tattoos or an offensive amount of Old Spice.

Is there an inoffensive amount of Old Spice? Scarlett asked drily. At least Im getting some action. Unlike some people in this room, who havent been with a boy since Scarlett stopped short.

Janes smile vanished. Her blue eyes widened with hurt. Scarlett was mortified. You idiot, she scolded herself. Shut up.

Jane had been in love once in her life, with Caleb, her high school boyfriend. Caleb, who had left the year before to go to college out of state, broke up with Jane a few months ago. They had tried long distance for a while, but a relationship consisting solely of phone calls, emails, and occasional visits hadnt been enough for him. He had finally ended it, saying that it wasnt working and that he didnt want to ruin something that had once been great. In actuality, Scarlett thought it was his way of saying, I cant keep cheating on you without you eventually finding out, but she would never tell Jane that. Jane had been devastated, and she hadnt been with another guy since.

Sorry, Janie, Scarlett said. Besides Caleb, she was the only other person in the world who called her that. She reached over and hugged Jane. Im really sorry. Im a total bitch.

Youre not a total bitch, Jane replied. She faked a smile.

Seriously, Im sorry. That was really lame. How about I buy the drinks tonight at whatever amazing place you find for us to go?

Youre definitely buying, Jane told her.

Jane started leafing through a magazine. Scarlett noticed that the magazine was upside down, although Jane seemed oblivious. Jane sometimes got quiet when she was upsetunlike Scarlett, who had no problems saying whatever was on her mind, and loudly. She wished, not for the first time, that Jane would forget about Caleb already. He may have started out as Mr. Perfect, but he had ended up breaking her heart. He wasnt good enough for Janenot nearly.

Of course, the best way to forget about a guy was to meet another one. Maybe Jane would get lucky in L.A.maybe even tonight? There had to be thousands of cute, available guys in such a big city, right?
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LETS GO SPEND SOME MONEY



Melrose Avenue was lined on both sides with small, funky-looking boutiques with names like Too Cute! and Wasteland and Red Balls. Jane loved the crazy, colorful facades: a Day-Glo pink storefront next to a lime-green-and-purple one followed by a store with an all-black window display studded with different-sized silver spheres. One boutique had a mural of two French poodles French kissing. Another featured a window display of mannequins in goth makeup and straitjackets.

Jane took her phone out of her hobo bag and started snapping pictures. You never knew where inspiration might come from.

What are you doing? Youre making us look like total tourists, Scarlett complained, adjusting her black Ray Bans.

Relax, Scarlett. You can walk ahead of me if its that embarrassing. Hey, is that Jared Walsh across the street? Oh. My. God!

Scarlett groaned. Now, youre really making us look like tourists.

Jane knew her best friend better than that. Scarlett may act unimpressed by celebrities. But behind her shades, she was definitely watching Jared and feeling the small rush an A-list celeb sighting gave. In person, he looked a little shorter than he seemed. They watched the actor as he hurried into a parked black Jag. Jane had read a cover story about him in Gossip magazine recently. She wondered if it was really true that he had a coke habit, and that he was cheating on his pregnant wife (whose twins were due any day now) with a seventeen-year-old model.

The August sky was a bright, cloudless blue, and the air shimmered with heat. Jane was eager to do some shopping before trying one of the fun restaurants shed found online. It might take the edge off the mood shed been in since this morning. Jane kept remembering her dream about Caleb . . . and then Scarlett bringing him up. Jane hadnt been thinking about him as much lately. She hated being reminded.

Hey. You still with us, Jane? Scarlett said, cutting into Janes private little self-pity session.

Huh? Oh. I was just wondering which store we should try first.

Scarlett glanced around. I dont know. Theres the S&M place over there with the dog collars and whips. Or the Sluts-R-Us place with the dresses with the nipples cut out. Or

Jane rolled her eyes. Stop it, Scar, she begged. Im serious.

Im serious, too. I just want a pair of jeans, Scarlett said.

Because you dont have enough of those? Maybe its time to branch out, sweetie.

But even as Jane said this, a scruffy-looking guy passed them, stopped on the sidewalk, and glanced appreciatively at Scarletts denim-covered behind. He was about the fiftieth person to do that today. Scarlett always got a lot of attention wherever she went. She never even had to try.

Jane and Scarlett continued down the street. It was Saturday afternoon, and Melrose was mobbed. Jane loved to people-watch, and she checked out everyone they passed. There were couples holding hands (guys with girls, guys with guys, girls with girls), teens, tweens, middle-aged gawkers with money belts and brand-new white sneakers, and cute Japanese girls traveling in packs. There were dozens of women who all had the same look. Jane was beginning to realize they were an L.A. clich: bleached blond hair, plumped lips, fake tan, boob job. It was like being in the land of the blond clones.

Jane also noticed a few homeless people. One of the men had a sign attached to an empty Marc Jacobs shoebox that said WILL WRITE SCREENPLAY FOR FOOD. Jane stared wistfully at the mans German Shepherd puppyit was curled up at his feet, looking at her with its sad eyesand impulsively dropped a crumpled five into the shoebox. She hoped they wouldnt run into more homeless people with puppies, or she would go broke very quickly.

That puppys homeless, Jane whispered to her friend. I wish we could adopt it.

Scarlett frowned. That man is homeless. Do you want to adopt him, too?

Jane sighed and shook her head. She had always wanted a puppy (her mom was allergic, which, growing up, meant no dogs), and had settled for a series of hamsters, guinea pigs, and goldfish as puppy substitutes. At home, she had volunteered down at the local animal shelter on weekends. She had wished she could rescue them all.

Jane felt Scarletts arm around her shoulders. Scarlett always knew when she got into a mood about animals. Come on, sweetie. Lets go spend some money.

Hmm.

Scarlett dragged her away from the puppy and after a while the shops started looking less pop art and more subdued, minimalist. Jane pointed to an elegant white storefront across the street. That place looks nice. Wanna look inside?

Sure, Scarlett agreed.

They made their way across Melrose, past a sleek yellow Ferrari and a couple of Harleys that had stopped at a red light. The two biker dudes made a point of calling out to Jane and Scarlett; it sounded like an invitation to do something obscene on the backs of their bikes. Scarlett grabbed Janes elbow, and the two of them hurried into the store, laughing and pretending to gag.

The inside of the store was as white as the outside. White Japanese rice paper covered the walls and the floors were a rough, unpolished white marble. A dozen or so white outfits hung on sleek white racks. At the white mod counter stood a saleswomanwearing white, what else?and a single customer: a short (about five-foot-four) guy with spiky black hair and Asian-looking features who was dressed in tight jeans, a black muscle tee, and red sneakers.

She needs that dress by tonight, the guy was explaining to the sales clerk in a loud, dramatic voice. If she doesnt have it by then . . . well, you know. He raised a hand to his neck and made a violent slicing motion.

Of course, the sales clerk replied apologetically. Ill call our other store and see if they have it in her size. Shes a four, right?

The guy gasped. A four? Eeeeek! Dont ever, ever let her hear you say that. Shes a two. Write that downtwo, two, two!

Jane tried not to look so obvious about the fact that she was eavesdropping.

Scarlett leaned over to Jane. Can we get out of here? she whispered. This place is a little, um, white for my taste.

Jane grinned. I know what you mean. Wait a sec, though. I want to look at that cami over there.

She headed to one of the racks near the counter and the gorgeous white cami. It was made of some airy, gossamer fabric that looked impossibly soft, like angel wings. Jane reached out to feel it.

Please dont touch that!

Jane practically jumped at the sharp tone of the sales clerks voice. Excuse me?

I said, please dont touch that, the woman repeated, narrowing her eyes at Jane.

Jane could feel heat rising in her cheeks. Sorry, I was just looking for the price tag, she mumbled.

The sales clerk raised her eyebrows. Its twelve hundred dollars.

Jane flinchednot just at the womans rudeness, but also the insane price tag. Twelve hundred dollars? For a cami? She started twirling a lock of her hair, winding it around her index finger. It was a nervous habit shed had since she was little. Nice attitude for someone working retail, Jane thought.

Scarlett opened her mouth to say somethingprobably a sentence beginning with the words Listen, bitch!but Jane spun around and shook her head quickly, silencing her.

The guy in the black tee glared at the sales clerk. Then he turned to Jane and put a hand on her arm. You dont want to shop here, hon, he whispered. Its overpriced, overrated, andhe raised his voice a notchthe hired help needs to learn some manners so she can keep her day job. Otherwise, how else will she pay for her Botox treatments, her leased Lexus that she pretends to own, and her sad Louboutin knock-offs?

The sales clerk looked shocked. I heard that! she snapped. And you can forget about that dress for your boss. You can tell her that

the clothes here look almost as cheap as the help, and that she should take her business elsewhere? The guy smiled at her. Consider it done. Have a nice day!

As Jane and Scarlett were both trying not to laugh, the guy turned to them and said, Come on, girls. Lets go to the store across the street. Its way better than this place.



Now this would look amazing on you, Diego told Jane. He held up a teal silk minidress. Rows of tiny, delicate gold beads accented the low (but not too low) neckline. And for you, he added, turning to Scarlett, well, why dont we talk about that purple blouse? Not very many people can pull off that color, but it would look sick on you.

The guy in the black teehe had introduced himself as Diegohad escorted Jane and Scarlett to a small but stylish boutique called Madison, where the clothes were fun, fabulous, and beautiful (and they came in colors other than white). Jane spotted trendy, classic, and everything in between.

How do you know so much about fashion, Diego? Jane asked him as she sorted through a rack.

Call me D, he insisted. Everyone calls me D. As for fashionwell, I know a little about everything, Miss Jane. Including the fact that youre a natural blonde, which makes you practically an extinct species in L.A.

Scarlett fingered a black silk blouse that was hanging on a mannequin. So, Diego . . . D . . . what was that about just now? Across the street? Who were you buying the dress for?

D fluttered his hands in the air. Oh, thats so not important. The boss lady wanted a dress. She sent me over there to get it; shes not going to. End of story. What about you two? Wait, wait, let me guess! Youhe scanned Scarlett up and downmoved to L.A. to be a model. Well, I can assure you that Ford and all the rest of them are going to be clawing each others eyes out to sign you first. Im sure youve seen the competition. Not many exotic girls like you. Just a sea of underfed blondes. And as for youhe turned to Janeyoure hoping to be the next Drew or Reese, arent you? Youre like the perfect California golden girl, and theres not an ounce of silicone or acrylic in you.

Jane and Scarlett glanced at each other and laughed. We just moved to L.A., like, a week ago, Jane explained to D. Scarletts a freshman at U.S.C. Im going to intern for an event planner.

Ds eyes widened. Oh! You girls actually do something! Well, good for you! So youre new to L.A.? Do you just love it?

Were still kinda getting settled, Jane replied. Do you know of any good places to go out? Were a little clueless. I heard theres a great place on Las Palmas. I forget what its called. My cousin used to go there last year and

Last year? Well, then, you cant go there, D interrupted. For the most part, club life in L.A. is six months, max. Its probably overrun with cheap extensions, midriffs, and Ed Hardy by now.

Club life? Scar said skeptically. Last time I checked, vodka didnt expire after six months.

Well, in L.A., the clubs do. Theyre only hot till theyre not, ya know? Im sure the place was fabulous for the first couple months, but most places are in and out faster than Juicy track suits. When they open, youre fighting to get a table. A few months later, you wouldnt be caught dead there. They keep the places open as long as people show up. Then they paint the walls, change the interior, and pick a new name. He added, Okay, so maybe some of them do last longer than one of Jared Walshs marriages. He smiled mischievously.

Well, we were thinking of going out tonight, Jane said. Any suggestions?


Hmmm . . . I dont really go out on weekends. Its a little desperate. Hyde just got a new promoter though. That could be fun.

Ds comment was cut off by a loud, insistent buzzing. Oh, F, he muttered, reaching into his shirt pocket for his BlackBerry. He glanced at the screen. Oh, double F. Its the boss lady. Ive gotta bail, sweets, or shes going to serve my private parts on a sushi platter at her dinner party tonight.

Jane giggled. D was one of the funniest guys shed ever met. He was quick and sassy, but friendly. Okay, well, it was really nice meeting you, she told him.

She was about to ask D for his number, but he was already on his way out the door, punching buttons. Take care of my friends, okay, Sabrina? he called out to one of the sales clerks. He held his BlackBerry up to his ear. Hi, Veronica. Yes, yes, Im so, so sorry. She said what . . . ?

And then he was gone.
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HOW DO YOU KNOW SHES HIS GIRLFRIEND?



What about this place? Scarlett asked Jane.

The two girls paused in front of a divey-looking bar on North Cahuenga not far from their apartment. The neon blue sign read BIG WANGS. Through the windows, Scarlett could see two pool tables and a tiny stage, possibly for karaoke. Small blue leather booths and worn wooden tables lined the walls. At every corner, large-screen TVs hung from the ceiling. The place looked pleasantly busy, with some of the twenty-something Saturday-night crowd spilling out onto the sidewalk, smoking cigarettes.

Jane studied the sign. Big Wangs? Sounds classy.

Scarlett laughed. Come on, Janie. Dont be a drag. There are cute guys in there. She put her hands on Janes shoulders and shook her playfully. Live a little, woman.

Yeah, okay.

And they probably dont card here. Not that Scarlett was worried about that, but she knew Jane would be.

Scarlett grabbed Janes hand and pulled her along. They pushed their way through the crowd and looked for a table.

Youre right. There are lots of cute boys here, Jane remarked.

Yeah, you gotta trust me on this stuff, Scarlett said, looking around. I dont see any tables. Bar?

Janes eyes darted around the room. Yeah, I guess thats our only option.

I dont know if this is one of the fabulous places you were imagining, but if I remember correctly, youve never been one to turn down a Dirty Shirley, Scarlett called out cheerfully to Jane. Should I order two?

Aw, you know me so well, Jane joked.

They walked up to the bar and squeezed into an empty space. The bartendera big guy with a buzzed head and a black tee with SIZE MATTERS written across the fronteyed them and smiled. What can I get you lovely ladies? he said.

Two Dirty Shirleys, please? Scarlett smiled at him, leaned over the bar, and reached for a cherry. The guy was cute. She had always had a soft spot for bartenders. For one thing, they had good social skills because they talked to so many different people every day. More important, they knew how to make drinks. And most important of all, they had the power to ignore the whole annoying checking ID business.

For you, anything, the bartender said smoothly.

He reached for two plastic cups, then nodded at someone. Another one for you, Braden?

Scarlett followed the bartenders gaze. Leaning up against the bar to the left of her was a young guy: super-tall, slender, disheveled dirty-blond hair, hazel eyes behind black-rimmed glasses, just the right amount of sexy stubble. Dressed in faded Levis and a soft-looking gray tee with a hole in the shoulder, he was finishing off a Guinness and reading some sort of manuscript. Hmm, forget the bartender, Scarlett thought.

Scarlett turned to the guy. You always bring reading material with you to sports bars? She had to raise her voice to be heard above a loud group of girls behind them.

The guy stared at her. Well, how would I know that I would meet someone as sweet and charming as you to keep me company?

Scarlett blushed. Very few people ever sassed her back. Touch.

He studied her and Jane for a second, then extended his hand. Braden.

Scarlett shook it, hard. Im Scarlett.

The bartender slid two large plastic cups toward the girls. Thatll be fourteen, he said. Scarlett reached for her purse.

Im so sorry, but I dont think your moneys any good here. Drinks are on me, Braden said, pulling out his wallet.

Actually, Im buying, Scarlett started to say, then decided to drop it. How could she explain to this stranger, Braden, that she had promised these drinks to Jane? That she had been an ignorant jerk this morning and teased Jane about her ex, Caleb? She could buy those drinks for Jane anytime. Besides, either way, Jane wasnt paying.

Oh rightJane! Jane was standing next to her at the bar, entertaining herself with a bent straw. This is my friend, Jane, Scarlett said to Braden.

Jane reached across Scarlett and shook Bradens hand. In case you didnt notice me, Im the less attractive friend to the right, Jane said with a little wave.

Scarlett mentally cringed. Why did Jane always do that? Scarlett loved her to pieces, but the self-deprecating crap had to go. Jane was often putting herself down. Anyone could see how pretty Jane wasexcept, sadly, Jane herself.

Braden smiled. I noticed you. And I think youre selling yourself short.

Now it was Janes turn to blush. This guy was good.

While Braden paid for the drinks, Jane leaned over to Scarlett. Okay, so I guess Im gonna be playing unnecessary wingman to you again, she whispered.

Oh, please

Whatd I miss? Braden interrupted, slipping his wallet into his pocket.


Scarlett turned to Jane. Jane was just wondering if you come here often.

Jane smiled awkwardly. Uh, yeah. Do you frequent Big Wangs, Braden?

Braden laughed.

Scarlett fished the cherry out of her drink and watched Jane twist a lock of hair around her index finger. Wow, was Jane flirting? It wasnt gooddid she really just say frequent Big Wangs?but it was flirting. It had been too long since Jane had shown any interest in a guy, and she was long overdue for some quality male attention. Now all Scarlett had to do was get Jane to trade spots with her without seeming too obvious, like some sort of matchmaker-slash-pimp. She didnt mind letting Jane have Braden. There were plenty of other possibilities here tonight.

Big Wangs? Yeah, I work nearby from time to time, and I like to walk over here to meet up with friends.

You work around here? Scarlett asked. She glanced at the manuscript hed shoved into his back pocket. Starving writer?

Braden chuckled. Close. Starving actor. Ive got a big audition next week.

What kind of audition? Jane asked.

Its a sci-fi pilot. It would be so cool to get the part. I love sci-fi. I was one of those Star Trek geeks in high schoolyou know, the kind that girls like you probably avoided like the plague?

Its not that we were avoiding you, its that we were shy about our bad Klingon accents, Jane joked.

Go, Jane! Scarlett mentally cheered. So have we seen you in anything? she asked Braden. She leaned back as a guy wedged himself between her and Jane to get another drink from the bartender.

Braden shook his head. I just signed with an agent, like, six months ago. I did a walk-on for this Sundance Channel drama that kind of never went anywhere. And a play youve never heard of, and you never will, because it closed after two nights. My agents been trying to persuade me to get into commercials. But I just dont see myself selling cough syrup or life insurance, you know? Im one of those principled actors who holds out for low-paying, high-prestige indie jobs. My agents ready to kill me. I think Ive made him, like, twelve dollars in commissions.

Maybe youd better let me buy those drinks, after all, Scarlett offered.

Next time. By the way, I think I just turned into one of those people who start every sentence with the words my agent. Ugh.

Forgiven, Jane assured him.

So what do you two do in L.A.? Braden said. And you have my permission to use the words my agent. I promise I wont leave.

Scar and I dont have any agents, Jane said before giving them the brief summary of their L.A. life.

Braden nodded. An event planner, huh? Cool. And U.S.C., thats awesome. He took a sip of his refreshed Guinness. Santa Barbara is one of my favorite places in the world. My friend has a beach house there. Its beautiful.

Did you grow up in California? Scarlett asked him.

Yup. Pacific Palisades, born and raised. I thought about moving out to New York City after high school. Maybe someday.

Scar and I went to New York City with our school, senior year, Jane said. Remember, Scar? We got separated from the group and ended up in Times Square.

Scarlett smiled. We didnt get separated, Janie. That bitch Jenn Nussbaum offered to hold our backpacks for us while we went to the bathroom at Toys R Us, then she took off and left us there without our cells and wallets. She was getting back at us . . . well, me, actually . . . for that little incident involving her boyfriend, Doug, at his birthday party. Anyway, we were stuck in Times Square without our phones, and, like, three dollars for dinner.

We split a pretzel, Jane recalled. I was so hungry. It was the best meal Id ever had! And it was Dave, not Doug, you slut.

Whatever. Then we rode the Marriott Marquis elevators up and down about a hundred times, Scarlett went on.

That was so much fun, Jane murmured. In the dim light of
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