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chapter 1



I TURN FROM THE GORGEOUS, thoroughly indifferent bartender to Rebecca. My lips make actual contact with her cheek, and for a second I worry that she thinks Ive completely invaded her spaceor, even worse, that Im known as the creepy girl who transforms air kisses into cheek kisses and everyone discusses this when Im not around. But shes talking so fast that I dont have time for a full-blown fit of paranoia.

Emma! Oh my God! Can you believe this house? she asks. I mean, an actual Neutra? And did you hear Liz Smith is supposed to be coming? She pauses and then takes a sip. Can you believe the way theyve just gone all out?

I know. Id just been asking myself when it became acceptable for baby showers to have male guests, not to mention take place at mansions with koi ponds, trees carved into sculptures, multiple bars, valet parking, and hot waiters only pouring drinks while they waited for their big break. As the bartenderwho I suddenly realize I saw in an Old Spice commercial last weekfinally hands me a glass of champagne, I wonder what ever happened to the notion of a bunch of girls sitting around decorating onesies and discussing the various merits of names like Tristan or Sally.

So how are you? Rebecca asks, but doesnt wait for an answer. Instead, she gestures toward a pile of toyswhich include a giant playhouse and stuffed reindeer larger than methat guests have left. My God, how spoiled is this kid going to be? She looks thrilled by the notion.

Very. I take a gulp of my drink, hoping she doesnt notice how uncomfortable I am. The first time I met Rebecca, we talked for an hour straight and I was excited that a managersomeone who represented successful writers and directorswould be so open to me, a lowly party reporter. But when I ran into her at an Equinox yoga class the next week, shed acted so distant that for a second I wondered if she suffered from amnesia and had been in some sort of a blackout when wed been chatting. Now I get that shes only periodically sweet, and thats usually when no one more important is around. On a conscious level, I dont want to be her friendI see that shes shallow and snobby, a girl whod ditch her blind grandmother while walking her across the street if it meant being able to lick the bottom of Gwyneth Paltrows shoeand yet I still seem to want her approval. Maybe I start to view myself the way I know she sees meas fillerand somehow allow that to define me. Or perhaps I want to be like her, wish I could stand there and appear aloof and patronizing, ache to be able to speak the secret code that people like herpeople who automatically know when theyre standing in a Neutra house and arent embarrassed to sacrifice themselves entirely in order to suck up to celebritiesseem to come by naturally. This is some baby shower, I add.

Mercifully, Steve walks up with a camera. A friend from college who, seemingly overnight, turned into a hugely successful movie producer, Steve is both the soon-to-be father of the sure-to-be-spoiled baby and probably the only person in this environment that I can be myself around.

How are you? he asks as Rebecca makes her way over to Bart Jacobs, the lumbering CAA agent throwing the party for Steve and his wife.

Any sign of him? I say in lieu of a response.

Steve shakes his head and sighs. The poor guys grown understandably weary of hearing about my never-ending obsession with Matt, an agent he introduced me to seven months ago who ended up pursuing and then dumping me once I was hooked. Please dont let him get to you, Steve says, throwing a protective arm around me. Hes honestly not worth it.

I promise I wont, I lie, just as Steves wife, Celestewho, in typical Hollywood form, barely looks pregnant at six monthscomes up and greets me.

As she and Steve kiss, I wonder why it seems to be so easy for some people to figure out how to have and maintain relationships when its always been unspeakably difficult for me. Then Will Smith and Jada Pinkett start meandering over and Steve whispers under his breath that this is his cue to be on and he and Celeste embrace them. Rebecca and Bart are by now engaged in a relatively impassioned conversation about how adorable Jada looks and how amazing she is and how there really hasnt ever been anyone as talented as her. I cant tell if theyre saying all of this in the hope that Jada has supersonic hearing abilities and can actually listen to them while shes talking to Steve and Celeste or theyre so excited to be around her that these feelings are just spouting out of them uncontrollably.

I interviewed Jada Pinkett on a press line at a premieresome big and blockbustery summer extravaganza that Will was in. Shed been sweet, which means that she seemed to notice I was a real person and not just a creature whose only skill and purpose was to press the PLAY and RECORD buttons on a tape recorder at the same time. But Id already made the mistake of thinking that just because Id interviewed a celebrity on her way into an event, that meant I knew anything about her or that shed remember me. Once, after a particularly chummy Q&A session with Kate Hudson, I actually believed we might be friendsespecially when, a week later, she came up to me shrieking, There you are! as I stood near the press table for the Global Water Event at the Egyptian Theatre. I threw my arms open, thrilled to receive the hug Kate was clearly about to give meonly to realize that she was really screaming at Naomi Watts, who was to my left.

So I opt not to contribute to the Jada conversation and glance around instead: Peter, a producer friend of Steves, is standing with a female agent whos rumored to have thrown a deskwith some kind of Herculean strength she possesses whenever she loses her temperat not just her current assistant, but also the two previous ones. I decide to drop my presenta pair of baby socks with stuffed ducks on the end that seemed adorable until I saw the reindeer and giant playhouseinto the pile of massive gifts while no ones looking. As I turn around, Brooke, an independent film producer with lots of nips and tucksand the personality to match every single one of themcalls my name. I walk over to her and when her air kiss produces actual slobber on my cheek, I feel relieved that if anyones dissecting those who cant manage cheek kissing, her name is sure to come up before mine.

She immediately launches into a story about an Australian actor she was seeing for a month who moved in and then left her for a yoga teacher. Hed told me he wanted to get married, she sighs. Granted, I knew it was only for the green cardbut still, a yoga teacher? I mean, how is that supposed to make me feel?

Im not sure what to say. I could tell her that it seems like dating actors is a recipe for disaster best attempted only by other actors or masochists and that citizenship-craving foreigners probably dont make solid romantic partners, but since my dating life is about as exciting as that of Star Jonespregastric bypass surgeryI doubt I could say anything that she doesnt already know. While Im not unattractiveand if I lived in Des Moines or somewhere in Canada, Id probably be considered hotthere are so many tall, body fatless, perfect-looking female specimens arriving in Los Angeles every day by the boatload that to be just a brunette on the short side with neither enormous breasts nor long legs is to feel hopelessly plain. We all have different ways of coping with this harsh realityBrookes seemed to be to make her face and body into a shrine to the miracles of surgical proceduresand mine, I guess, is to try to be as realistic as possible.

Are you seeing anyone? Brooke suddenly asks.

No, I answer, and of course, thats when I see Matt. And I not only feel my pulse speed up but also hear it pound in my ears and Im annoyed because Id known he was going to be here so theres no reason for my heart to be racing like Im on the last leg of a sprint. I have no intention of speaking to himin fact, I hope to make sure he doesnt even see meso I silently tell my overly anxious nervous system to calm down. Taking a step toward Brooke so that a piece of shrubbery carved into the shape of Buddha is blocking his view of me, I smile at her. Are you? I ask.

Brooke looks at me strangely. The Australian just moved out yesterday, remember?

I nod. Focus, I tell myself, trying not to notice the confident waves and Hey, mans Matt is throwing around the party. Right, I say.

Theres a girl standing next to Matt and, despite my nearsightedness, I can make out perfect boobs (probably fake but expensive enough that they look real) and lots of shiny dark hair. Oh, God. I quickly dig through my purse, retrieve my prescription sunglasses, put them on, and immediately wish I hadnt when I realize that Im looking at the dictionary definition of what you dont want on the arm of the guy youre obsessed with: a stunning Eurasian creature whose blue-and-white striped dress looks like it was custom-made to fold around every contour of her body and whose every hair and eyelash is so perfect that it seems impossible to believe she doesnt have a makeup and hair team nearby. As I put my glasses away, I notice Matt place his hand on the small of her back and feel a stab in my heart. Watching as he brushes his brown hair out of his eyes, I want to run over and do it for him, remind him how much he once liked me, and insist that he explain what changed and how he was able to exit my life so quickly. Instead, I act like Brooke has just said something incredibly funny and giggle loudly. I cant think of anything to say so I ask her, A yoga teacher, huh?

Brooke stares at me like Im insane. But since nearly all of my brain cells are focused on keeping myself hidden from Matt and looking like Im having the time of my life in case he does decide to glance over, I have too few left over to worry about Brooke. Where did she teach? I ask. City Yoga?

City Yoga sucks, Brooke says and then launches into a diatribe about a teacher there who adjusted her ass inappropriately. Although Id never admit it to her, the whole thing sounds like wishful thinking on her part. Im just grateful that it gives me time to look occupied while my mind is somewhere else.

Not counting when Ive hidden from him on press lines, this is only the fourth time Ive seen Matt since he broke up with me six months ago. The first timeat a Variety party Steve brought me tohed given me a cursory glance and the kind of greeting you might expect a movie star to give to a fan who had been arrested for stalking him, and I almost burst into tears on the spot. While of course I essentially had been stalking himobsessively reading about the deals he made on industry Web sites and driving by his house on Blue Jay Way when I was feeling particularly infatuatedhe didnt have any way of knowing about that and I was stunned at how easily he was able to look through me. Even worse, his indifference only seemed to fuel my preoccupation with him all the more. The second and third times I saw him, I ignored him as well.

Brooke is talking about how the girls in her yoga class are more interested in wearing the latest lululemon jog bra than in any kind of spiritual enlightenment as I wonder if Im ever going to get over Matt. A successful agent, hed swooped up to me at Steves birthday party, drowning me in attention and complimentsmaking me feel, through his interest in me, like I was finally in on a well-kept secret that the brightest and shiniest people have known since the beginning of time. Our first two dates were movie perfect: comfortable, lively, curious conversations in elegant restaurants followed by knee-weakening kisses. The next week, he started taking me to events with him and introducing me around ever so casuallyYou know Emma, right?and calling me a few times a day. The attention made me feel giddy, like the situation or eventthe world itselfhad been created solely for me and a few other hand-selected lucky people to enjoy. So I slept with him during our third week of dating and, shortly after, he zipped out of my life as quickly as hed entered itgetting increasingly distant after about a month, eventually e-mailing me one morning and explaining that although he thought I was a great person, work pressures were making it impossible for him to be able to keep hanging out. The message Id left for him on his cell phone all but begging him to reconsidersuggesting that we simply slow things down and see each other lesshad yet to be returned.

Im aware of the fact that Brooke is talking, something about chakras being bullshit and mantras even worse and I realize Ive somehow gotten her to transfer her hurt feelings about the Australian into anger at yoga and New Age crap in general. But the topic doesnt sustain her for long because shes suddenly jutting her head in Matts direction and saying, Hmmmlook whos here. I want to kill her, distract her, repeat the words downward facing dog over and over so that I can get her back to remembering her rage for the Aussie-stealing yoga teacher, but I know I dont have the guts to do anything more than nod. Did you hear hes going to be made a partner? she asks.

Yep, I say. Id discovered this news during my Matt Internet stalking.

Isnt that amazing?

It sure is. Id read once in a magazine that you were only supposed to be sad about a guy you dated for half the amount of time you were with him, but Im well past that with Matt and my obsessive depression is showing no signs of abating. And while Id acted cavalier at the Variety party by pretending to be as indifferent to him as he was to me, the avoidance seemed to leave bruises on the inside.

Didnt you date him? Brooke suddenly asks.

Although Im pretty sure shes certain of the answerI remember the exact two times that Matt and I ran into her when we were togetherI also understand that shes only asking so Ill spill details. Gossip is Brookes lifeblood and she needs a steady infusion of it to keep the collagen-filled lips, Restylane-injected forehead, and the rest of the machine running smoothly. I did, I say, downing the rest of my glass of champagne.

Me, too, she says, clicking my glass. Winter of 2004.

Really? I ask, surprised, even though I shouldnt be. Although I hadnt realized it when I dated him, my Internet research on Matt had turned up indisputable evidence that the guy got around.

Oh, yeah, Brooke answers with far more proprietary bravado than Id like, her blond bangs glinting in the afternoon sun. He did the full-on youre the woman Ive been waiting for trip on meI even had lunch with his motherand then the next thing I hear, hes at his company Christmas party shoving his tongue down the throat of some chick who had, like, one line on Entourage. She fills her glass with champagne from a bottle I notice she seems to have pilfered from the bar. A Christmas party hed told me was canceled because the agency was taking the money they would have spent on it to give to the homeless. She takes a sip and shakes her head. I mean, who lies about homeless people?

I dont say anything. Based on the fact that Im practically crippled with jealousy over her storyhed never asked me to meet his momI see that nothing good can come out of my mouth right now. I do, however, allow Brooke to pour me more champagne.

Then Rebecca comes over and tells us what an inspiring conversation she just had with Jada about owning her womanhood, and while Brooke grills her about it, I take my eyes off Matt and the girl and examine the party: a slew of men in forced and uncomfortable casual wear and their taller, long-haired wives and girlfriendsall of whom are awash in labels and aglitter with diamonds. Theyre the same women I always see on Robertson Boulevard, ducking into Surly Girl to get whatever bag the starlet du jour was photographed holding that week before strolling over to Alice + Olivia to buy armloads of the latest low-waisted pants. The couples seem to be visual representations of the fact that successful men in this town are only interested in committing to yes-women with zero aspirationspretty empty shells who can oversee the nannies and cleaning ladies with Botoxed excellence and liberally use the black Amex to help make their lives look perfect. Gazing at all of the trainer-sculpted calves resting in Balenciaga pumps that are currently digging into Bart Jacobss lawn, it occurs to me that the reason Ive always judged these women so harshly is that I never actually thought I was alluring enough to join their ranks.

I have to admit, Brooke says as she looks over at Matt and the girl, it is satisfying to see that hes clearly run out of respectable women in this town and now has to resort to whores.

Rebecca laughs. He probably still has her from yesterday and they pulled an all-nighter.

Brooke smiles. Of course. I bet she thought she could drum up some new business here.

I look from one of them to the other. What are you talking about? I ask.

Brooke and Rebecca both glance at me with surprise, like theyd forgotten I was there. Sorry, Brooke says. Youre right. I shouldnt call her a whore.

Why not? Rebecca asks. Thats what she is.

Call who a whore? I ask.

Shes not a whore, Brooke looks at me sharply. Shesmore like a yuppie prostitute. A temporary girlfriend.

A what? My eyes feel like theyre about to pop out of their sockets.

Brooke shrugs. Well, shes not a kept woman because she has more than one client, and shes not a hooker because she accepts gifts and not cash. Shes like the date who hangs out for as long as you want her to, or the girlfriend who will go away at your word. She turns to Rebecca. Whats that called again?

A whore, Rebecca spits out.

Come on, Brooke says, annoyed. Whats that other word for it?

Rebecca sighs and says they might as well just call it what it is and Brooke tells her thats not the point and that shes trying to think of a specific word, while I point to Matts date, still in shock. Her? I ask. That girl? A yuppie prostitute? Matts yuppie prostitute? While shes inarguably the most attractive girl at the party, theres nothing about her, outwardly, that suggests shes any different from your average baby shower guest.

Rebecca puts a finger to her lips and shushes me as Brooke grabs my pointed finger. Honey, Brooke says, not for the entire party.

Brooke then asks Rebecca if she told her the story about how she saw Hugh Jackman walking up Runyon with his dog and Rebecca tells her she did but she wants to hear it again and I just stand there, trying to wrap my mind around the fact that the guy Im obsessed with is walking around this baby shower with a girl whos supposedly being compensated for the experience.

Of course, Im not completely nave. I know that theres more to prostitution than what you see on Hollywood Boulevard. I still remember the size of the Yves Saint Laurent and Chanel packages the skinny girl in my freshman dorm at Skidmore received from her benefactor, some New York businessman. The girlwho sat next to me a few times in art history class and always seemed to be doodling into her notebooks instead of writing down anything the professor saidhopped into a limo on Friday evenings and was delivered back to Saratoga Springs promptly every Sunday night. But Id imagined this benefactor as some fat, oily, probably married freaknot a hot young guy who was about to be made a partner at his talent agency. Buthow? I manage to utter.

Brooke gazes at me like Ive just informed her that I cant remember my own name. Look, how long have you lived here?

My whole life.

Not the Palisades. She points at the ground. Here. In town.

I think for a second. A little over two years.

Well, its time you woke up then. These girls are everywhere. I mean, when you go to the gym or Starbucks in the middle of the dayChrist, when you drive down Santa Monica Boulevard at times when people should be in their officeswhy are there always so many young girls everywhere? How are all those women with their Mercedes convertibles loaded with shopping bags paying their rent? Do you think theyre all trust funders?

I guess I always just assumed they were actresses.

All of them? Get real.

But still, why would Matt? My voice trails off.

Brooke glances at Rebecca. Who knows? she asks. Maybe girls like that are better in bed.

Brooke returns to talking to Rebecca about the sweat that she saw running down Hugh Jackmans pecs as I regretfully consider my bedroom skillsparticularly my blow job technique. Technique is probably too optimistic a word for it, really; every time I go down on a guy, I sort of alternate between feeling like a bulimic being gagged in order to upchuck and worrying that Im not sucking my teeth in enough and am thus leaving bite marks the way Tanya Larkin was rumored to do in high school. So who is she? I ask.

Jessica Morrison, Brooke says, lowering her voice, even though no ones standing near us. Got to town a few years ago, determined to fuck her way into an acting career. But then, lo and behold, discovered that the casting couch really just left you with a velvet imprint on your ass. Besides, turned out she wasnt all that interested in actual auditions or having to be on sets and, you know, work all day. So she fucks for a living.

But she takes gifts and not cash? My voice sounds high, like Ive just inhaled helium.

Sometimes the guys take her shopping. Maybe they pay her rentI heard she lives at the Royaleor make her car payments.

Apparently, shes quite popular with our crowd: both Rob Silver and Cary Crayn have used her, Rebecca adds. She examines her fingernails. Shes always at the Starbucks on Santa Monica near Doheny.

Brooke nods. Oh, yeah. Ive seen her there for years.

Im shocked. Youve known about this for years?

Well, sure, Brooke says, glancing over at Jessica distastefully. But that doesnt mean I expected to be, like, socializing with her.

Rebecca shakes her head. Matt should really know better than to bring someone like that to something like this.

Brooke suddenly snaps her fingers. Wait! I just thought of the word: courtesan! Thats what she is: a modern-day courtesan. She smiles. A courtesan with contracts.

Contracts? I ask, helium voice still intact.

Apparently, Brooke says, she makes each client sign a contract stating exactly what hes giving her.

Are you serious? I ask. How do you know all this?

They both shrug. Its like, how do you know that everyone wants to buy a house on one of the bird streets? Rebecca says. You just know.

But did you hear it from a reliable source?


Rebecca laughs. Youre always such a journalist.

I smile, only wishing this was true. I collect quotes from celebrities on press lines.

Oh, but youre not going to be doing that for long, Brooke says, touching my shoulder with something close to affection. I dont know if shes saying that because she wouldnt associate with someone who did my job for very long or because she actually believes it.

I just dont get why those guys would need a girl like her, I say. I mean, why would men who can get anyone they want pay for sex?

Brooke sighs. Oh, honey, she says. Theyre not paying her for sex. Theyre paying her to leave.








chapter 2



I WATCH JACK MAKE his way over to our assigned spaces on the Race to Erase MS press line and decide not to mention that hes late. Given the fact that he and I have been relegated to the spots right next to the hotel entrance, a passive-aggressive hissy fit from him may already be brewing, and I have no interest in being the one responsible for pushing him over the edge. I still havent fully recovered from the last time we were at the end of the line, when he muttered, But Im from Entertainment Weekly about fifty times in this sort of astonished whisper, as if he couldnt believe the world hadnt parted to create a direct path for him to heaven because of his impressive credentials.

As soon as he reaches me, Jack points to a yellow lacy dress-encased butt about twenty feet away. Tilting his head ever so slightly, he asks, Did she stop to talk to you? I wish, briefly, for a time machine so that I could travel back to Jacks childhood and tell his mother to hold him more or do whatever might have stopped him from developing into this overly conscientious, ever-smiling rodent. I glance at the butt in discussionor, more accurately, the butts standing around that butt chattering awayand determine that hes talking about Teri Hatcher.

One of Jacks favorite activities is to show up on press lines about ten minutes late, apparently so that he can torment me by pointing out who Id failed to speak to before his arrival. And, true to his sixth sense, hed managed to find someone that had zoomed past methe whole Desperate Housewives cast hadin her race to erase MS, or zeal to look like she was, anyway. Jack never seemed to let such slights stop himCharlie! Id once seen him yell at Charlie Sheen, his gaze as unblinkingly positive as a Scientologist on a conversion mission, Youll stop here now! Publicists always instruct us to let the celebrities who dont want to be interviewed pass on by and not to bother them once theyve stepped off the carpet, but Jack never let a simple thing like propriety stop him from suctioning his lips to a stars ass.

I gaze down the line and notice that the arrivals seem to have come to a standstill, save for one lone, unrecognizable woman making her way toward us. You never know if a respite like this means that the event is a wash or if most of the celebrities are simply waiting in their limos until the last possible moment so they dont look too eager or uncool. Glancing down at my barely used tape recorder, I realize that it better be the latter since I havent gotten any quotes beyond some disingenuous claims from a few C-listers about how much this particular event meant to them. Maybe the tall, cheesy-looking woman walking down the line will say something outrageous or funny enough to make up for all that. The only problem, of course, is that I dont know who she is. She seems to scream reality star, but I have no idea if weve watched her kick Vicodin, vie for Tila Tequilas love, or not be declared Americas Next Top Model. Jack, who seems to have been born with an extra chip in his brain thats devoted to retaining every possible fact about legitimate celebrities, hasbeens, and never-weres alike, surely knows. But since it gives him entirely too much pleasure to know things I dont, I cant bring myself to ask him.

Shes from Rock of Love, he suddenly offers while squirting white cream from a BriteSmile tube onto his finger and rubbing it on his teeth. I resist a sudden, shocking urge to push his hand into his mouth so that he accidentally gags himself on tooth whitener.

Before Substance hired me as a freelance party reporter two years ago, I thought covering events sounded like one of the most glamorous and exciting activities a person could be lucky enough to participate in on her way to becoming a feature writer. The idea of only coming into the office once a month for staff meetings and spending my nights gallivanting around with the glitterati seemed almost unfathomably cool. Id imagined filling articles with elegant prose composed of my witty exchanges with George Clooney at the Oscars and intense conversations with Angelina Jolie about the deep meaning behind every last one of her tattoos and children. I didnt know then that the fastest way to distance yourself from someone was to add a tape recorder and notepad to your person. And I hadnt realized that party reporting wasnt a stepping-stone to anythingbesides more party reporting.

I watch the Rock of Love woman pretend not to care when the Entertainment Tonight host ignores her. Its hard not to feel bad for people like her: they get all dressed up and gamely answer questions, seemingly unaware of the fact that in a year or a month or a week, no ones going to remember their names or care about their opinions on anything. And theyll miserably pursue the limelight like rats gulping down sugar water because they remember how good it felt the first time.

Thats a great outfit, I say as she walks up to me. She looks genuinely thrilledIm surely the only person to compliment her all nightand when she tells me that she went shopping with her mom for it, I want to throw my arms around her and advise her to leave Hollywood now. Instead I ask her how she got ready for tonights event and listen as she tells me that she just gave herself a quick douche. While this is going on, I see that Jack has somehow lured Teri Hatcher back to the press line and seems to be engaged in a lively interview with her. The Rock of Love woman is laughing hysterically as shes telling me something Im not listening to because Im too busy wondering how Jack managed to pull this Teri Hatcher thing off.

I know it shouldnt matter to me that Im horrible at a job I hate, but somehow seeing how giddy Jack is about the whole thingall but watching I made it emanate from his every fake-baked poremakes me think that not being able to get good quotes from celebrities on press lines is somehow indicative of major character flaws on my part. But then I remind myself that I only do this because it will lead to my being a feature writer. Its become something of a mantra for me, but two years into this job, with a slew of rejected or ignored feature ideas on my desktop, I have to start wondering how accurate the statement actually is.

Teri flits away before I can grab her, but by then Don Rickles has turned up so I instead listen to him say things I dont think are funny into my tape recorder. Surely Maureen Dowd never had to fake-laugh as Don Rickles joked about drunk Irish Catholics and sleepy Mexicans? When Im done, I watch Jack take his turn with Don Rickleswhich involves them doing some sort of secret handshake that Jack probably learned about on a Don Rickles fan siteand wonder what will become of me if the Substance editors continue to ignore or reject all my feature ideas. Will I evolve into a press line lifer, like the woman from the San Fernando Sunshine paperwhos about sixty-five, has chronic halitosis, and seems not to sense that her existence could have been more fulfilling than asking inane questions of people who see her as nothing more than a nuisance?

Sandwiched between other reporters who seem willing to sell not just their own soul but also anyone elses in order to get the best quotes, I usually pray for the earth to swallow me whole before someone I know walks in and sees me on this side of the velvet rope. The addition of Jack a few months agoa former Florida gossip reporter new to Hollywoodseemed oddly inevitable, the rancid cherry on top of my melted sundae. Disturbingly, and for reasons still unclear to me, on every single press line since, Jack and I had found ourselves placed next to each otherlike we were two perfect-for-each-other singles that everyone desperately hoped would end up together. Since Jack clearly hadnt contemplated the private parts of a woman since hed emerged from his own mothers, this scenario seemed less than likely, so I had to guess that it was all just a terrible coincidence, or at least evidence that the universe really did hate me.

Yo, kiddo, wassup? I hear as Antonio envelopes me in a hug and drowns my olfactory senses in a cloud of Drakkar Noir. Antonio is either a real-life Mafioso taking a break from a life of crime to freelance for the New York Post or on a mission to seem like he is, and Ive never managed to figure out which. Hes also the only person Ive met on these lines who doesnt seem to consider interviewing celebrities roughly as important as negotiating with terrorists in the middle of plane hijackings. While hes nothing like anyone Ive ever known beforeand if I were to, say, introduce him to my mother, she would surely be confused, concerned, and deeply in need of both a shower and a Valiumhes the closest thing I have to a friend in the whole event-covering world.

You get anything juicy? Antonio asks as Jack smiles thinly at him. I dont think its fair to say that Jack dislikes Antonio, or vice versa; its more that theyre so far from each other on the spectrum of what human beings can be like that they barely comprehend each other. Nothing, I tell Antonio. You?

Antonio shakes his head, sniffles, and wipes his nose. Jack shit. I think about what a fine expression jack shit is and wonder if whoever came up with it knew the Jack standing next to me, or at least somehow predicted his existence. Nobodys sayin anything interesting. Theyre probably all beat up from the Chrysalis Ball last night. Or the thing at the Chateau. I hear that went until the wee hours. Antonios talking a mile a minute and I know what that means.

Growing up in the Palisades meant attending a school where at least half the kids were on drugs. While I wasnt exactly in their crowd, Id been to enough partieswhere the parents were out of town and the mirrors on the tablesto understand when people were on cocaine. Even at Skidmore, where pot seemed to be the substance of choice, there was usually someone doing coke at the off-campus parties or local bars and they always acted the same: blathering nonstop out of mouths that seemed so dry Id want to pour water into them myself, and sniffling or incessantly wiping their noses. The first time Id seen Antonio displaying those telltale signslast year, at the Celebrity Pet Awards in the ValleyId thought maybe I was imagining things, castigating him in my mind when perhaps he was just extremely dehydrated, chatty, and coming down with a cold. But when that became his standard mode of behaviorand he started constantly disappearing, saying he was going to the bathroom every ten minutes or soId felt certain hed picked up a legitimate coke problem. And for months now, Id been trying to decide if I knew him well enough to say something to him about it.

Im gonna take off, Antonio is saying, looking at his watch. You get anything good, you call me, you hear?

Sure thing. I smile weakly. Antonio had recently started leaving events before most of the celebrities arrived and, as a result, Id gotten into the habit of e-mailing him whatever quotes I got and didnt need. While this was surely an infraction of about twenty journalistic rules, I figured that was okay since there was nothing remotely journalistic about what we were doing out here. Antonio gives me a mock salute and scoots off.

Jack waits about half a second to announce, God, Teri was amaaaaaaazing, stretching the word as long as he can. I wonder if this even requires a response as it occurs to me that interviewing Teri Hatcher might have been dicey, anyway. For all that Substance is inarguably one of the best publications out thereregularly picking up National Magazine Awards, with a slew of contributing editors who are household nameswe also dont shy away from mocking celebrities at every opportunity, which doesnt always sit so well with the ones who take themselves seriously.

And an oh-so-serious one, the French actress Maxine Benoit, is walking toward me now. I cant make out if the sneer currently on Maxines face is personally directed toward me or the Substance sign at my feet but it makes me suddenly feel incredibly nervous. Still, I smile brightly and ask her how she prepared for tonights event.

How? she asks, her brown eyes crinkling in disgust.

Yes, how, I say, trying to smile the way Jack doeswith blank, unmistakably phony enthusiasm.

I do the Raliks Sandor technique, she says, pulling her black wrap higher up on her tiny shoulder.


Plenty of times, when I get home from events and start transcribing my tapes, I realize that I dont have a clue what on earth the people I was interviewing were talking about because I was too embarrassed to explain at the time that I didnt have a clue what they were talking about. And tonights turnout had been so sorry that a quote from Maxine Benoit might actually end up being relevant. I glance at Jack to make sure hes not paying attention and note that hes smiling as he gazes off into the distance, like a baby with gas. Im sorry, I say to Maxine. Whats the Raliks Sandor technique?

She glares and enunciates as much as a woman with an extremely strong French accent can. I said I do the Alexander Technique.

I gaze at her blankly, running over the possibilities in my head. Is it a face mask? A deep-conditioning treatment? I order myself to stand up to her. Im sorry, I say. Whats the Alexander Technique?

She blinks, looking as if shes trying to decide whether to shoot me with an AK-47 shes hiding in her dress or have some celebrity journalism bureau take my tape recorder away. Do you have a dictionary? she asks. I nod brightly, ready to explain that I even have an online dictionary on my phone. Well then, go look it up, she snarls as she saunters away.

Embarrassingly, tears start stinging my eyes and one even drops down my cheek. God, why do I have to be such a wimp? I tell myself that shes a nasty French actress who probably has hairy pits and secret rolls of fat from too many croissants and I should in no way let her make me cry. Then I accept the fact that its too late for that so I amend the statement and tell myself I should in no way let Jack see this horrible French actress make me cry. The tears dry instantaneouslyevery now and then, being overly concerned with what people think of me comes in handy. Then I imagine myself befriending some important French director who has the power to give Maxine Benoit a part she really wants and running into Maxine while the powerful French director friend and I are doubled over in hysterics over something Ive just said. In my fantasy, Im telling Maxine with a casual shrug that its too bad she didnt get whatever role it was she was so desperate for and that she should maybe try comforting herself with the Alexander Technique, whatever the hell that was.

Its something actors doa body alignment thing, Jack says. Hes now finished interviewing Maxine himself and were waiting for more people to walk down the line.

I want him to go far, far away. Im sorry? I say.

The Alexander Technique.

I contemplate telling him that I knew that and just couldnt understand Maxines indecipherable way of speakingadding that if I was the one whod moved to a new country, Id probably be trying to tone down my native accent and make more of an effort to assimilate. Instead
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