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			Early Feedback for 
Too Good to Fact Check

			“Does this one have the F word in the title?”—author’s mom

			“Thank goodness my prologue isn’t in this one” —Beth Feldman

			“Can you, like, summarize?” —someone named Chloe

			“And? …” —Fran Lebowitz

			“Fuck him” —Elon Musk

			“Sophia is a hottie. You couldn’t throw more pictures of her in?” 
—author’s straight friends

			“Is that the fat little boy who complained about the size of the Vogue closet?” —Anna Wintour

			“That the little shit who wrote my lines?” —Usher

			“You’ll hear from my lawyer!” —every person not included in the book

			“You’ll hear from my lawyer!” —most people in this book

			“Finally, I get a paragraph, you cu—” —Robert “Bobby” Konjic

			“He set the bloody room on fire!” —manager of posh London hotel

			“There is much more context to the story but yea, I said that” —
Dominick Dunne, before

			“You have NO idea” —Super P, world’s best publisher

			“I styled the wardrobe, I know nothing else” 
—every stylist who worked on shoots

			“I know everything” —Champers the Cat

			“I care about your book; I care more about your liver” —author’s doctor

			“How drunk were you when you hit send?” —author’s lawyer

			“I can sell this!” —author’s agent

			“I wouldn’t sell this” —author’s entire network

			“He’s an HR nightmare!” —the HR community

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 979-8-88845-148-9

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-88845-149-6

			 

			Too Good to Fact Check:

			Flying the Skies with Stars, Scotch, and Scandal (Mostly Mine)

			© 2024 by Jeremy Murphy

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover design by Jim Villaflores

			Author photos on cover by Mark Grgurich

			 

			All people, locations, events, and situations are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory. While all of the events described are true, many names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the people involved.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ]

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			This book is dedicated to Marni, my guardian angel. 
Thank you for being, well, you. 
My life is infinitely better with you in it.

			And to Yogi, our missed furry friend who brought joy, warmth, and love into Marni’s home and heart, and to her friends, as well.
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				PROLOGUE

	JEREMY MURPHY
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			Author Jeremy Murphy. Photo by Mark Grgurich.

			I originally intended this book to be a fun, dishy chronicle about celebrities and a decade of traveling with them around the world. As the creator and editor of a glossy entertainment magazine called Watch!, I brought TV stars to glamorous destinations like Paris, London, Milan, Berlin, Shanghai, and nearly everywhere in between.

			In recounting these experiences with my co-writer, Sophia Paulmier, I realized that the celebrities were the most well-behaved people on our shoots. As the productions got bigger, antics got wilder—mostly because of me. This is what happens when you lead an otherwise ho-hum life and then turn thirty and have the world at your fingertips. I lived the life I’d missed in high school and college, but now I had access to first-class travel, five-star hotels, and celebrities. Much of this will be extremely surprising—even shocking—to people who know me, as I kept my reckless lifestyle somewhat secret. But as things got crazier, it became more evident.

			Too Good to Fact Check weaves these experiences through the lens of the over-the-top photo shoots we were doing with stars. In between trips with LL Cool J, the cast of The Big Bang Theory, Harrison Ford, and so on, I’d managed to throw a party in a hotel where guests set the room on fire, get into a bar fight in an Irish pub, get banned by the King Cole Bar for defending some very respectable prostitutes, drunkenly sing the Nightline theme song to a very scared Ted Koppel, cover up a colleague’s arrest on a commercial airplane, among other hijinks. Frankly, I’m surprised I’m still alive.

			This book has plenty of stories featuring celebrities, who for the most part are endearing and well-behaved. A few are assholes, which you’ll see by reading between the lines. I’ve kept several instances as “blind items” because the culprits have lawyers and I have overdue balances, collection notices, and a pen pal relationship with the IRS.

			I’ve also kept the names of several companies anonymous because it takes away from the story. My baggage is already heavy, and it’s my fucking book anyway.

			Enjoy, at my expense, these insane memories and anecdotes, and remember: don’t wait for someone to hand you an opportunity because they won’t. Instead, create it yourself. Just don’t screw it up. And if you do, at least have fun doing it.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			SOPHIA PAULMIER
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			Sophia Portrait.

			“That’s Jeremy. He’s a writer, you’d like him,” Amanda tells me as she extends my drink. She points to a man with parted brown hair and square-frame spectacles.

			“YOU’RE A WRITER?” I shout from across the bar.

			It’s not a particularly loud bar, and there’s not a great deal of people around since it’s the middle of a post-pandemic summer. But because I’m from Philadelphia, I project at a higher volume than the average person.

			“I am,” Jeremy replies.

			I quickly pick up my denim Stella McCartney bag and Casamigos soda and move to the seat closest to Jeremy.

			“Tell me more,” I inquire. His eyes pop out.

			“Is she for real?” he asks Amanda.

			Either no one has ever approached him like this, or I have invaded the six-feet social distancing rule.

			“No one has ever had anyone approach me like that,” he admits. “What brought you here?”

			“Amanda,” I answered, pointing to my best friend and the bartender at Felice on East 83rd.

			That night, I got to know about Jeremy’s new book and his theories on millennials and marketing. We discussed everything from the long list of pronouns and sexual preferences to the marketing budget of every identifying group. He astounded me with his deep views on life and death. The death of the fashion industry. The death of the print world. The death of Hollywood.

			“You know who killed everything?” he questioned me.

			“Um, Mark Zuckerberg?” I guessed.

			“Memes. Memes changed everything,” he said, assuredly. If I hadn’t met him in real life, I’d subscribe to his subreddit for all the interesting stories and shared love of critique.

			A couple of months later, I found myself giving notes on a TV script he’d written: a seventy-page pilot about an Italian family with political and historical ancestry and a hidden art collection. After studying pilots, pitch-decks, show “bibles,” and having written my own pilot scripts, I’ve become quite the “go-to” for notes on these kinds of screenplays. Jeremy’s script had potential, and I had a lot of notes that he was eager to hear.

			“Let’s meet at the King Cole Bar,” his text read. I had never heard of it, so I looked it up on Google Maps on my iPhone—East 55th Street and Fifth Avenue. Buried deep to the left of the lobby, I walked in, and a waiter recognized me immediately.

			“Sophia, right?” he asked. “Any friend of Jeremy’s is a friend of mine.” And just like that, I was escorted through the dark, mahogany room dominated by a mural that instantly stole my gaze.

			Jeremy, sitting in the corner booth, greets me with a hug and the story behind the mural and its namesake, Old King Cole. The history lesson is interrupted when the waiter brings a cocktail menu; Jeremy introduces him as George.

			Jeremy can tell you the history of historic bars, lounges, and restaurants: how each came to be; names of chefs, bartenders, and waiters; famous people who have been; and important people who walk through. This would kickstart his influence of New York whereabouts and famous knowabouts on me.

			After a few drinks, we go over his script. I tell him it should start on page thirty-five; since the story is about his protagonist’s Robin Hood actions to take back his family’s art, he should have the audience meet the protagonist for the first time decoding a safe. Jeremy is unexpectedly quiet. It’s a packed house at King Cole, but suddenly, all I hear are crickets. Jeremy’s eyes float to the ceiling for this brief pause. I fill the awkward silence by explaining this change of action.

			“Everything the audience has learned in these first thirty-five pages is backstory,” I tell him. “You can use it for the rest of the season. But they don’t need it here in episode one.”

			He suddenly looks me dead in the eyes and says, “That’s brilliant.”

			My mind is suddenly at ease. He can’t believe he’s never thought of this story change until now.

			Months would go by where he’d continually thank me for this one note and state no one’s ever suggested this. I really had nothing to lose by sharing this note, but as an actor myself, I am very sensitive to hurting a fellow creative’s feelings with critique. I feel so lucky to have a friend who appreciates good writing and strives for it.

			When the opportunity came about to co-write his remarkable stories, I happily signed on.

			In Too Good to Fact Check, you will experience a myriad of places, hotels, bars, cities. You will hear about a lot of actors, writers, musicians, photographers, stylists, managers, publicists, CEOs—both the talented and ego-talented—but what you will really hear is a friend speaking about a time and place when you could be anything, go anywhere, hang out with anyone, and no one would know about it. The social attention of sharing on the internet didn’t exist. The need to brag about it instantly didn’t make any difference.

			The moment was all that mattered, so you could make as many mistakes as you could manage.

			And my friend Jeremy did just that.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Harrison Bored

			This is the chapter that’s going to get me in a lot of trouble, so why not start with it! I seem to run away from everything—responsibility, the right decisions, poly-blend—but trouble. So here it comes: Harrison Ford was being an asshole.

			Now, a caveat: he’s also a legend. No one deserves to be a dick, but if there’s a success criterion for getting that license, Harrison’s application was approved years ago. Just look at his repertoire: Star Wars, Indiana Jones, The Fugitive, Jack Ryan (Patriot Games and Clear and Present Danger), among many other hits. He even made interesting that movie in which he’s a ruthless attorney who gets shot in the head, turns special, and paints Ritz cracker boxes. I also enjoyed him in Presumed Innocent, the legal thriller that overcame his abysmal Caesar haircut: pre-Clooney and not as good-looking.

			Worse looking was the movie he was then promoting—an unintentionally hilarious medical drama about dying children.

			At the time, I was into my fourth year as editor of the magazine and jumped at the chance to work with the A-List star, no matter how shitty his latest film was.

			The problem: it was off-the-charts shitty. Despite his best efforts, Extraordinary Measures was extraordinarily bad. Ford played Dr. Robert Stonehill, a medical researcher in Nebraska (zzz…) who concocts enzyme treatments (zzzz…) for people battling rare diseases (zzzzzzzzzzzz). Brendan Fraser and Keri Russell portrayed parents of a child battling the real-life Pompe disease, a genetic anomaly affecting children before their tenth birthday. They start a biotechnical company, a natural response to hearing your child is dying, and hire Dr. Stonehill to help find a cure.

			Not my kind of flick, for sure. The word was this was going to flatline, which meant he’d be doing as much press as possible to help salvage its chances. But there were several restrictions, including shooting in Los Angeles. God forbid we interrupt yoga, lunchtime kale with Calista, and herbal meditation. Thankfully, the Beverly Wilshire hotel, famous for its roles in Beverly Hills Cop and Pretty Woman (“Reg…Bev…Wil”), agreed to host us.

			This is essential when you’re running a magazine with little to no budget: lining up hotels, airlines, restaurants, and other hospitality to sponsor (i.e., give for free) in exchange for putting them in the editorial and/or ad pages. Our publication existed on these types of arrangements, as you’ll read throughout the book.

			In this case, everyone was game to feature Harrison Ford … except Harrison Ford.

			The star knew better than everyone that this was going to bomb. I soon did as well. The day before we were scheduled to take the photos, the marketing-PR-consultant-gofer-receptionist-whatever for the studio delivered a “private screener” to our hotel. I should have known something was off because she was dressed as a cowgirl, complete with spurs, rhinestone-studded denim skirt, and a cowgirl hat—in Beverly Hills. She also acted as if it was top secret. Really? I couldn’t give that away on Canal Street.

			Why?

			It was worse than expected, and really fucking funny for a tear-jerker about children dying.

			First, Harrison Ford is a lot more believable flying spaceships next to human-sized dogs than playing a scientist. In one scene that was supposed to be very tense, the actor announces, “I have to take a shit.”

			In another compelling scene, Harrison asks Brendan’s daughter—trapped in a wheelchair with minimal use of her hands or feet—what was her favorite school subject. Her reply? “PE.”

			As in physical education. He then races her electronic wheelchair down the street.

			The howls coming from our room got louder the longer the movie played; I’m surprised we weren’t asked to leave.

			The next morning had a weird energy. I’d dealt with major celebrities before, but from corporate headquarters in New York where you can roll your eyes and raise your finger shielded by the phone. Not so 
in Los Angeles, where I was just an inconsequential, overweight executive who looked half my age. Being in Hollyweird is a very sobering experience. Everyone is blond, plastic, sample size, tan/orange, with perfect skin, teeth, and the latest trend in eating disorders. I’ve never felt fatter, uglier, less cool, and more out of place.

			Harrison was due at 9:00 a.m. at the valet drop-off, which was located in a thruway between the Beverly Wilshire’s two buildings off Wilshire Boulevard. His publicist met us on the steps and stood waiting for the actor for thirty minutes, then forty-five. Suddenly, the PR lady revealed the delay: he’d gone to the wrong hotel. The Beverly Hilton is nearby and where all the second-tier award shows—Golden Globes and the like—are held; also where Whitney Houston died taking a bath. I’d stayed there before, and it’s swanky for a hotel but hard to confuse with the Beverly Wilshire. I keep envisioning Harrison going to the wrong styling suite and finding Jim and Suzy Suburbs expecting room service.

			“You’re not eggs Benedict!”

			Mistake corrected, he drove his Prius to the correct hotel and arrived surly, carrying his own wardrobe in a garment bag. I bounded down the steps to greet him and got a grunt. He only looked at the PR girl, who directed us all to the elevator.

			Standing in such close quarters with this vaunted figure from my childhood was a huge moment becoming smaller and smaller each passing second. At one point, Harrison looked at me, rolled his eyes, and asked his publicist, “Why are they dressed up?” To which the PR lady replied, correctly, “They’re from New York.” As a sign of respect, my staff always dressed professionally; I was in a Giorgio Armani Made-to-Measure suit, sucking my gut in so it fit. Cue another eye roll from Harrison.

			I guided them to the “styling suite,” which was rendered useless because he brought his own clothes and passed on grooming. In all candor, he didn’t need it. At this point, he still looked rugged and handsome.

			After a few minutes, we brought him to “set” and had our shooter, Cliff Lipson, take photos. We had minimal time because Harrison had to do an interview afterward. Cliff was a natural and even got him to smile a few times. Cliff has a disarming quality and got talent to relax and lower their guard.

			The interview—in a different suite next door—lasted less time, and we got press release quotes out of the actor. Perfect for a cover story!

			After less than two hours—if that!—we bid Harrison Ford farewell. By this time, no one really gave a shit; we were soured by his sourness. Once his Prius had cleared the property, our crew high-tailed it to a restaurant called 208 Rodeo across the street, where we ate truffle fries while recounting the absurdity. It’s telling that not one of us asked for an autograph.

			The movie did worse than anyone expected.

			Back in New York, I began to put the issue together. The photography was good, which I owe to Cliff. The story almost made interesting the world’s least interesting movie star. Still, we had twelve pages slotted, which is a lot of real estate to give to a shitty movie with an unintentionally comedic storyline.

			Then, a voice from God above (the sixth floor): my publisher who I called Super P. He worked in the sales department and sold all the ads in our magazine. More than anyone, he was my partner in this crazy experiment. Super P put up with me, and I was very happy he put up with me because not a lot of people do.

			Magazines work, or worked, on an edit/ad ratio; a good balance is fifty/fifty. For example, if the page count is one hundred, that means there are fifty pages of editorial—the content the magazine produces—and fifty pages of advertisements for cars, cell phones, clothes, pharmaceuticals, etc. Super P and I had a deal: the first half of every issue could not feature anything unsightly. I was spending a lot of money on photographers and designers, and the last thing I wanted was the Geico Gecko next to a Demarchelier portrait.

			There were no ads at that point more hideous than pharmaceutical ones. It’s like they go out of their way to find the ugliest people and put them in wheat fields, bathtubs, golf courses, wherever. And then there are the following pages of text listing all the ways in which these drugs can kill you. Those are less ugly to me, and here’s why: it’s an extra page the pharmaceutical company has to buy. This is the hidden secret of drug ads: for every word on the front of the ad, there are more words they need to list to justify, not to mention the contraindications listing every possible reaction or side effect. The more dangerous the drug, the more words they need—which means more space, and that means more pages.

			The most dangerous of all are the “Black Box” drugs—just thinking about or pronouncing them can kill you. In publishing, we love these because they come with many, many, many pages of contraindications.

			Super P called with a huge buy: a six-page ad for Seroquel XL (otherwise known as quetiapine fumarate). The ad included a full-page image of a woman in what looks like an acid-washed denim suit looking solemn as she sits on a dirty staircase (I would be depressed wearing that too).

			“Bipolar depression doesn’t affect you. It can consume you,” blared the headline.

			The other five pages of the ad list how you’ll die just by touching it.

			For me, it was relief: I lost six of the twelve pages I had devoted to Harrison Ford, and I had an excuse.

			Who can disagree with money? We probably made more than the movie.

			Q&A with Sophia Paulmier

			Sophia: I could watch a whole doc-series on pharmaceutical ads and their marketing budgets.

			Jeremy: They’re the only ones spending. Pharma is the crack cocaine of the media industry; it’s keeping everything afloat. Despite how ugly the ads are, the money is good, and magazines need all the money they can get. We sure did!

			S: How did Harrison Ford’s publicist feel about this?

			J: She didn’t have a say on that. We gave personal publicists approval on images and text, but never layouts. The movie bombed so badly he was probably relieved.

			S: If you could have asked Harrison one truth about working on that movie, what would it have been?

			J: You don’t need the money. Why the fuck are you making this turd?

			S: Do you have any regret about meeting him?

			J: None at all. It’s a story I can tell for the rest of my life. I’m Irish and love holding court with these kinds of memories. People love hearing about celebrities and what they’re really like.

			S: Favorite underrated Harrison Ford film?

			J: Frantic. It’s a thriller from the ’80s in which he plays a husband whose wife disappears in Paris. Roman Polanski directed it, and you have no idea where it’s going right through the end.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			One Broke Editor
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			A before and after of Beth Behrs and Kat Dennings, from TV’s 2 Broke Girls, in Milan for the magazine’s cover shoot. Taken in Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, the actresses posed in the public venue, knowing spectators would be removed digitally from the “before” picture. Photo by Andrea Varani.

			The next big thing in 2012 was the TV sitcom 2 Broke Girls. The comedy, starring Kat Dennings and Beth Behrs, had become a hit and was moving to a plum time slot the next season. Kat played a sassy, wise-cracking diner waitress, and Beth was a trust-fund baby who winds up working next to her after Daddy MoreBucks gets sent to Club Fed.

			Our team began planning out the year’s covers, and I thought they’d be perfect for our summer travel theme. It was now several years after Harrison Bored, and we’d grown to the point where every spring we would go overseas for three weeks to shoot issues in advance. That year, we had offers to bring stars to Florence, Paris, and London; all that was missing was Milan, Paris’s well-dressed cousin. Imagine two attractive women in its fashion triangle? Perfection!

			Three years before, I visited with my mom and couldn’t believe the “sprezzatura” bathing its men, all wearing fitted Italian suits tailored to an inch of their lives. Women looked great too: tight pencil skirts, chic designer blouses, and Gucci stilettos. They all looked like David and Victoria Beckham but nourished. We, conversely, stuck out like typical Americans, highlighted by fanny packs, sandals, and gelato. We’d built our own fashion heptadecagon.

			Planning to return, I fretted how we’d cover the cost of the shoot in a city not known for its discounts. Our magazine had no brand awareness in Italy, and finding somewhere to host us would be mission impossible. Even Tom Cruise would have trouble, but he’s got enough with Mission Impossible’s writing—it’s incoherent (I had to Google the last one to understand what the fuck I’d spent thirty hours watching). I contacted nearly every upscale hotel in Milan to no avail until an email popped up on my screen from Olivier Gerber, marketing director for the Four Seasons Milan, who saw an opportunity to promote his hotel. Olivier is among the smartest PR reps I've ever worked with.

			We’d won the lotteria; the hotel is not only the best in town, but also where all the “in” people stay during Fashion Week. Located in the center of the fashion triangle, its housed in a former convent known as the “Conventino delle Cappuccine,” which dates back to the 15th century. Completely renovated, it’s now a five-star hotel that features a large courtyard, manicured garden, fountains, and a Renaissance-meets-neoclassical décor and ambiance. Olivier offered to host our entire crew as long as we did the majority of the photography on property, as well as write a separate feature about its location and amenities. Getting this offer—which included a food and beverage allowance—made me happier than when Tom Ford suits in my “one day!” closet magically fit, which is a rare occurrence on par with winning the lottery.

			We arrived a day earlier than the talent and passed most of the time at the “you’re lucky to be here” foyer bar, which served the freshest mozzarella I’d ever tasted. Photographer Andrea Varani, who had just shot How I Met Your Mother stars Neil Patrick Harris and Cobie Smulders for us in Florence, joined us in the lounge, a useless exercise considering he didn’t speak English.

			We had to hire locally for a wardrobe stylist, which is not hard in Milan. Mireille Comstock, an incredible talent with a strong eye for sense of place, spent a lot of time before pulling pieces from brands like Dolce & Gabbana, Prada, and Armani, among others. The clothing was “elegante” supreme.

			Kat and Beth arrived the next day with their boyfriends, and they were tired after an all-night flight from LA. Still, Beth was bubbly and excited; Kat less so, but would warm up after a full night’s sleep. Actresses in-house, I looked forward to a stress-free night. Of course, it would be interrupted by drama. A publicist from the show we’d brought to Milan texted me an SOS: many of the clothes were ill-fitting. Someone in LA decided to translate sizes from American to Italian, but mathematics isn’t a particularly well-developed skill in Los Angeles unless it’s box-office scores, recovery days after plastic surgery, or the cost of good coke. That’s when they go Isaac Newton.

			It was a weekend, so contacting design houses for new items was impossible. And the next day was a holiday; shocking for a country that doesn’t burn the day oil. Our only option was to buy clothes, but it was now 5:00 p.m., and stores were either closed or about to. Mireille raced us to Dolce & Gabbana, where she and the girls picked out dresses and accessories that fit our theme. Meanwhile, I had a nervous breakdown at the register, unsure how I’d cover the expense. As Kat and Beth played Pretty Woman, I played Stressed Human and finally hit the panic button: get approval. This is an activity I loathe; “It’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission” is my mantra. Stunningly, a helpful bean counter in NY suggested I use the “P Card,” a signed confession disguised as a Mastercard. I hated touching this heinous piece of plastic because it never got approved and almost always triggered an audit.

			My sweat went from tropical storm to hurricane when I saw what the girls had chosen. While the clothes were perfecto, I was a puddle handing my thermoplastic to the cashier because the cost was five figures. As the saleswoman swiped the card, I stared at the register and did the Jedi mind trick: gently rub your temples and chant, “You will approve, you will approve.” This works with your Bloomingdales card too.

			In situations like this, you do the math, which might as well be in Aramaic because I can’t add or subtract either. But this was simple: do the shoot or you’re fucked. We’d already accepted free airfare and hotels, and we’d be liable if we didn’t finish. That, too, added up to five figures, but much higher. Buying clothes was cheaper than not buying clothes. This is math I could get into.

			Keeping the talent happy, especially on shoot day, is the number one priority of the editor. I’ve done it well and I’ve done it atrociously. This was one of my better performances, and D&G gave an incredible start. The girls looked stunning in every setup, and we worked them the whole day with setups in the hotel, Fashion Triangle, and famed boutique store 10 Corso Como. The cover: Kat and Beth coming out of the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, Milan’s historic shopping center next to the Duomo. Its glass-roof dome is now iconic.

			The setup was going to be difficult for several reasons: my photographer didn’t speak English; the girls had become celebrities and would surely be noticed in one of Milan’s busiest attractions; and someone back in New York insisted we get model-release forms—like a permission slip—from anyone who walked by the camera, even though they’d be edited out of the images. I was surprised with the dictate because it was stupid. Can you imagine?

			“Hi, Italian person we don’t know. Just in case our photographer got you in a frame of a picture that will never be used, can you sign this American legal document with no Italian translation?”

			We arrived at the Galleria and walked Kat and Beth to their positions. The girls were wearing plush Four Seasons white robes to conceal their wardrobe, which, looking back, was absurd. Surely, no one would question women in bathrobes roaming the arcade. Andrea shot them fast, and for good reason: they attracted huge crowds as we shot them walking back and forth toward the camera. I worried if we even got the shot but had no choice but to leave.

			All the images are striking, colorful, and capture a genuine joy both ladies brought to the day. Andrea may have spoken Ewok, but he knocked this one down the runway.

			Back in New York, I saw Kat and Beth at a TV function and felt like a star myself: in front of everyone, they gave me giant hugs and expressed their appreciation and excitement.

			“You must be important,” said 2 Broke Girls executive producer Michael Patrick King.

			In that moment, I was.

			Q&A with Sophia Paulmier

			Sophia: I imagine Kat and Beth to be genuine and funny. Like two people you’d want to be stuck on an elevator with.

			Jeremy: Genuine, yes. Beth is funny and sweet. I didn’t get to talk or bond with Kat much.

			S: There’s a question I use with actors: Were they shy or were they just tired of trying? Would you say Kat’s shy or just tired of trying?

			J: It was an all-night flight from LA to Milan; I was surprised Beth was so bubbly. The next day they were both very kind. I used to assume the best but after ten years with celebrities I assume the worst, and if they’re nice you’re pleasantly surprised.

			S: Just out of curiosity, how often did clothing pieces not fit male talent in you ten years of photoshoots with the magazine?

			J: Once. A very large actor from Guiding Light. Built like a football player. Men are easy—it’s not hard to see something won’t fit. Women have breasts, which adds another factor to sizing.

			S: Shopping with the 2 Broke Girls, give me details! Did they both go crazy in Dolce and Gabbana? Did they have their own personal likings or did one pick out an outfit the other wanted? And more importantly, how many outfits and pairs of shoes did they go home with?

			J: This was fourteen years ago, so I don’t remember what they got, but it’s a lot. The bill, I do remember. I will say it was well deserved because they crushed the shoot. Beth posted the cover to Instagram all these years later.

			S: Do you think the fashion industry would be different on paper if editors in chief took their talent shopping and let them keep their outfits instead of using pre-selected sample sizes? And what effect do you think it would have on the public?

			J: It’s just not technically feasible. Designers need editorial in magazines at the same time the collections hit stores, which requires samples to use in advance. They’ve tried that see-on-the-carpet, buy-now strategy and it doesn’t work.

			S: Did you have any favorite meals at the Conventino delle Cappuccine?

			J: Anything with bread and cheese, which is basically everything!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			“Non!”
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			NCIS actress Pauley Perrette recreates Edgar Degas’ “Dancer in Front of a Window” in the Michelin-star restaurant at the Hotel Plaza Athénée. Photo by Cliff Lipson, provided by CCG Ventures, Inc.

			“He iz in ze swamp with ze alligators,” said the French PR contact, vetting celebrities we could shoot at the Hôtel Plaza Athénée Paris.

			Specifically, she was referring to Jeff Probst, the host of Survivor. I was pitching stars we could bring for a big fashion spread/cover, and Jeff was one of the talents we hadn’t shot. Not intentionally. The filming of that series is brutal, and what promo time he had needed to be prioritized and not for us (read: barrel, bottom).

			I was also glued to a one-week window—between pret-aporter and a big trade show—where we could shoot at the property, a super chic hotel in the 8th arrondissement of Paris on the famous shopping destination Avenue Montaigne. Its historic connection to Christian Dior, views of the Eiffel Tower, chic Louis XVI design, Michelin-star restaurant, spacious rooms and suites, proximity to Paris’s best shopping, and a quintessentially French staff explain its $1,254-per-night room rate.

			I had been lobbying its PR rep, Isabelle Maurin, since visiting four years prior. Doing a photo shoot there was always a dream.

			Every magazine has a “must” list—the stars you want for the cover. Probst was high up, as was Billy Petersen from CSI, Mark Harmon from NCIS, Jennifer Love Hewitt from Ghost Whisperer, and Simon Baker from The Mentalist. The hottest network TV talent at the time was NPH—Neil Patrick Harris, the former child star (Doogie Howser) who saw fame again as Barney Stinson on How I Met Your Mother. We’d just traveled with Neil to Italy the previous year, and the experience put him at the top of our list.

			The Plaza Athénée liked him too and agreed to host our shoot. But Neil got a huge offer to host a primetime awards ceremony, and it conflicted with our dates.

			I was heartbroken: not only does he take a good photo, he’s also friendly and funny. I was determined not to lose this window and instead pitched a new list of stars to shoot at the hotel.

			Non. Non. Non. Non. Non.

			Isabelle has incredible panache (I call her “My Flawless Friend”) and brings smarts and sophistication to everything she does. She’s fiercely protective of the hotel’s brand and circumspect with every offer. There’s a reason why so many magazines, beauty and fashion brands, and movies and TV shows want to feature the Plaza Athénée: they rarely allow it and approve very few (The Devil Wears Prada, Sex and the City, and Emily in Paris).

			I almost got the OK on Jeff, who didn’t even know we were pitching him. My idea was something very sleek and timeless—007 meets the Rat Pack. Tuxedos, martinis, big-band music, the works. “Survivor” was the opposite, which is the whole idea. It’s unexpected.

			Isabelle couldn’t risk it, which is understandable. We hadn’t shot there yet, so we did not have much of a working relationship.

			Convinced I was going to lose this very rare opportunity, I reached for the impossible: Pauley Perrette from NCIS, where she played punk lab rat Abby. I wanted her as soon as we started the magazine, but the word was she didn’t like to travel. Our shoots had become more international, and Pauley wasn’t keen to fly that far. Or so we heard.

			I didn’t care. Somehow, I sold Isabelle on shooting her throughout the hotel despite her misgivings about the punk/tattoo look. We just had to make it glamorous and reflect the hotel as such.

			In this type of situation, many magazines opt to do a standard fashion shoot, photographing celebrities standing in designer wear throughout a location. It’s about the clothes, after all.

			We were still explaining what we were about. I needed something bigger.

			I also needed Pauley. She was in New York attending fashion week with two friends—designer/artist Darren Greenblatt and educator Sam Hunt—and got the offer at the perfect moment. Her friends convinced her to go.

			Celebrity behavior rarely surprises you, but this one did: Pauley offered to fly coach if she could bring Darren and Sam. She could have brought anyone, but I was shocked at the modesty of the request.

			Hotel and star in hand, and AA as our travel partner, I now needed a theme/storyline behind the photos that was a double taker. Vanity Fair editor Graydon Carter calls it “the nudge factor”—when what you’ve read has you nudging the person next to you.

			I decided to pay homage to Paris and French culture through the eyes of the last person you’d expect considering her character and show. The idea was to recreate French impressionist paintings with Pauley dressed as the subject. But for this I’d need a wardrobe stylist who could bring the paintings to life with clothing that matched, and with a modern twist. It’s not an easy ask, but I knew who to call: The Jackal. It’s a silly name we gave her because she could accomplish the impossible, no matter the ask.

			“Jackal, get me a frog with side pockets, unicorn, red muffin, and next week’s newspaper by 7:00 a.m.”

			The Jackal is a jack of many trades—fashion, style, marketing, branding—but it is her exquisite eye that distinguishes her in a profession dominated by fake-it-till-you-make-its. She never had to. She can put together an outfit in her sleep, and regularly run circles around her competitors.

			She and I began to develop the story and pick paintings. We chose nine, including “Lise with a Parasol” by Pierre-Auguste Renoir (1867), “A Bar at the Folies-Bergère” by Édouard Manet (1882), “Young Woman in Grey Reclining” by Berthe Morisot (1879), “Dancer in Front of a Window” by Edgar Degas (circa 1874–77), and “Woman on a Staircase” by Renoir (1876), and a few others. Each were famous, had French history, and more importantly, could be recreated with the right wardrobe and accessories. We also matched each painting to a location at the hotel that could be photographed in similar style.

			Everyone loved the concept—including Pauley and the hotel—and I felt I had crossed the last hurdle.

			HAHAHAHAHAHAHA.

			The first issue arose at the last minute: all Pauley’s identification had been lost. As in, no photo ID to travel. This is one you can’t charm your way out of.

			Once again, I thought I’d lost the shoot on the one-yard line. We called every rush service, but the timeline was too close.

			That’s where desperation meets ingenuity; Pauley had the highest Q rating—a score that measures someone’s likeness and recognizability—on television, and NCIS was number one in viewership. I was willing to bet someone at the US State Department was a fan. I called our parent company’s Washington, DC, office and asked if we knew anyone in the government who could rush a passport for Pauley in two days. Oh, and she has no ID to prove who she is. Our DC guy was intrigued by the challenge and agreed to give it a shot. A few hours later, he called back with news: someone at the State Department was a huge fan.

			Pauley was invited to go to a federal government building in Los Angeles the next morning to get a new passport, but there was another hitch—she needed to bring her own photo, and it had to be passport-appropriate (read: boring). Pauley didn’t have time, so we raided our photo archive for something to submit. Each one got nixed (No exposed shoulders! No smiling! You’re too pretty!) until we Photoshopped her out of a cast photo and put her in front of a white background.

			She got the passport the next day.

			I made a habit of arriving a day early to every shoot. This gives me time to go over logistics—room assignments, locations to shoot, obstacles—and meet the hotel reps. I’d met Isabelle several times before, and this was our first production together. We had dinner my first night and struck up a friendship that lasts to this day.

			Everything was going according to plan—until it wasn’t. Mother Nature decided to throw a snit with a huge rain and windstorm in Paris: the day Pauley was due to arrive. I awoke early that morning to find the hotel boarding up one of the entrances. I had no idea it was that serious and had breakfast in the hotel’s fancy restaurant, Alain Ducasse au Plaza Athénée. A bowl of cocoa crisps, a Diet Coke, and its signature red brioche muffin with strawberry jam inside cost seventy-eight euros.

			As I ate the world’s most expensive bowl of kiddie cereal under crystal chandeliers, I got another SOS message: Pauley’s flight had been diverted to Belgium, and there were no connections due to the weather. Nor were there trains because Europeans like to strike, and this was one of those times. They often announce such occasions because they happen so often (I’m of the mind they should announce when they are working). My only option was a van, for €800, which at that time was $1 million USD. I had five minutes to decide and said do it.

			I would have sent the US Coast Guard.

			As they made it to Paris, I began making final checks on our schedule and plans. A lot of celebrities require what’s known as a “rider”—a list of demands (“No green M&Ms!”) you are required to cater to, but Pauley hadn’t given us one. This struck me as odd, so I called the show’s publicist to confirm. It was true: she had no absurd requests. But maybe, as a gesture of goodwill, it was suggested we leave her favorite beverage—Bud Select in the black glass bottle—to chill out with her friends after an arduous journey.

			I was in love with her already. Unfortunately, the hotel did not have Bud Select and didn’t even know where to look.

			After all she’d done for us already—flying, flying coach, going to the passport office, being diverted to Belgium—I was determined to do one thing nice for her.

			The Plaza Athénée concierge was nonplussed with my request.

			“Non. Zis iz not poz-ze-bel,” the concierge said, befuddled why I was even asking.

			Braving torrential wind gusts, I searched myself, walking up and down the Champs until I found several six packs in the grocery side of a Target-like store called Monoprix. I carried them back to the hotel and soon met Pauley, Darren, and Sam, who were incredibly warm and kind considering their journey. I felt an instant bond with all of them.

			The last—and most important—part of the next day’s shoot was secure, so I turned my concentration to signing off on the schedule, wardrobe, and setting. The Jackal and her trusted sidekick nailed the styling. How they were able to find pieces to recreate wardrobes from the 1800s astounds me to this day.

			Everything was set except one thing: I’d slipped a new painting, “The Tea” by Mary Cassatt, into the schedule at the last minute, and it required a child to join Pauley for tea. We wanted everything to match exquisitely, and this meant getting a ten-year-old blonde girl in a white dress and stockings.

			Try finding a child model in Paris during a hurricane. On a Sunday.

			The situation reached comical levels when we got locked out of our official server because our company flagged “child model” in e-mail requests we sent to agencies. Instead, we used our personal addresses, which only made it look sketchier.

			“Bonjour! We are looking for blonde ten-year-olds in white stockings at our hotel tomorrow, and we’ll pay you in cash.”

			This is where the Plaza Athénée could help us. The concierge suddenly got a sense of humor as we asked if they could help us out. We assured him it was legit, and the child model was only for a photo shoot.

			“Take her to discotheque, I do not care,” he said, jokingly. He contacted a big modeling agency and connected us to the right representatives.

			Shoot day turned into something magical. The Jackal had turned Pauley into a painter’s muse—tutus, hats, parasols, ballet slippers, ball gowns—and photographer Cliff Lipson brought a classic, rarefied lens to the images.

			The entire package still represents one of the proudest pieces I helped create. When an idea comes to life, it’s the best feeling in the world. When it fails, it blows up in your face.

			I prefer the first kind.

			[image: ]

			NCIS actress Pauley Perrette poses atop the Hotel Plaza Athénée Paris with author Jeremy Murphy. Photo courtesy of Jeremy Murphy.

			Q&A with Sophia Paulmier

			Sophia: Pauley had no photo ID. What do you mean?

			Jeremy: Having misplaced my driver’s license many times and not being able to find my Passport, I identified with the predicament. I didn’t ask her how; that was none of my business.

			S: So Pauley’s picture on her passport was a publicity photo from NCIS?

			J: Yes! Photoshopped in our office! This was fourteen years ago, so it’s by now expired. Personally, I got a Demarchelier photo onto my last one, which was flattering. Not so much the new one. I look like a Halloween pumpkin who spent the holiday drinking.

			S: Is this how celebrities get their licenses and passports? They don’t go to get a picture taken, they have a professional picture sent.

			J: I think this was a unique situation, and possibly illegal. Government-issued IDs don’t normally invite creative contributions.

			S: The concept of reenacting classic paintings is so interesting. You found a different way to capture Pauley.

			J: I was surprised she hadn’t done a big, glamorous photo shoot already. She’s incredibly attractive, has amazing skin, and a dancer’s physique. She can wear anything. It gave us license to do something really over-the-top because there were really no restrictions; she was never going to take a bad photo. And I really liked contrasting her character’s punk/rocker look with something opposite. That’s where the “Goth, Interrupted” cover line came from.

			S: The cover is very clever, but different from the concept.

			J: That came at the last minute. The French impressionist theme needed too much context to explain for a cover, which requires something easily explained and the subject identifiable. We had Pauley stand against a black seamless backdrop, and our crew surrounded her with the beauty tools. One of the hands is mine.

			S: Well, aren’t you handy.

			J: It came out better than I thought! Spontaneous ideas don’t always work but this one did. It was one of our most successful issues.

			S: You also write affectionally about Pauley’s friends, Darren, and Sam.

			J: Yes! They’ve become lifelong friends. So many gifts came from that experience. We got to shoot at the Hotel Plaza Athénée for the first time. I got to work with Pauley. The concept came together beautifully, and I have incredible relationships with many of the people with us. Darren even did the illustrations in my last book!
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