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  Praise for Hollywood Girls Club


  


  “Romance, sex…[Marr] clearly knows her way around Hollywood. Saucy…bound to be compared to certain Jackie Collins titles not just because of the Hollywood subject matter but also because Marr brings a similar ferocious energy to her writing.”


  —Boston Globe


  


  “Marr’s titillating debut…Marr offers plenty of steamy romance. Each woman gets a string of lovers—some winners, some losers—in her bawdy romp.”


  —Kirkus


  


  “Hollywood power-puff Marr pulls back the curtain on the wizards of Tinseltown…The girls’ club cutthroat and callous turns out to be a lot like the boys’ club, but cattier and more fun to read about.”


  —Publisher’s Weekly


  


  “Maggie Marr’s L.A. story of friendships, scandals, and crazy egos is as fun and entertaining as any Hollywood blockbuster.”


  —Social Life Magazine


  


  “Hollywood Girls Club is about as easy to stop consuming as a bowl of Häagen-Dazs.”


  —Robin Hazelwood, author of Model Student


  


  “Smart, sassy and brilliantly observed … a funny and sharp exposé of the Hollywood machine.”


  —Sue Margolis, author of Gucci Gucci Coo


  


  


  


  Praise for Secrets of The Hollywood Girls Club


  


  “In her follow-up to The Hollywood Girls Club Marr not only takes readers behind the scenes of Tinseltown, she plummets them into the middle of hot sex scandals, blackmail and illicit affairs. These four powerful women not only manage to stay on top – both in the office and in the bedroom — they keep their friendship strong and their movies hot.”


  —Romantic Times Book Review 4 Stars


  


  “Marr’s second novel is frothy, gossipy fun for US and People magazine addicts.”


  —Booklist Review


  


  “Marr’s prose is fast and sharp and she keeps the plots flying….The ripsnorter sequel to Hollywood Girls Club revolves around sex and plastic surgery secrets…if it sounds like fun it is.”


  —Publisher’s Weekly


  


  “This is a juicy, delicious read! I just loved the insider secrets and the access to what really goes on in Hollywood—the stuff we suspect happens but is always denied by scary publicists.”


  —Marian Keyes, author of The Other Side of The Story


  


  “Move over, Jackie Collins! Secrets of The Hollywood Girls Club is a steamy page-turner bursting with insider Hollywood gossip. I loved it!”


  —Sarah Mlynowski, author of Milkrun and Ten Things We Did (And Probably Shouldn’t Have)
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  Chapter 1


  Celeste Solange and Her Fifteen-Thousand-Dollar Shoes


  


  Celeste Solange needed shoes, and not just any kind of shoes – she needed Manolos, Choos, and Versaces. Shoes with price tags containing a minimum of three zeros. Shoes that made salesclerks salivate and Beverly Hills trophy wives green with envy. Damien would pay. She’d make sure of it. He’d blanch at the sight of his credit-card bill. Celeste glanced into the rearview mirror of her midnight blue Porsche Boxster convertible. Although she wore oversized Gucci sunglasses, she knew that behind the shades her turquoise eyes were red-rimmed and swollen (the same gold-flecked catlike eyes for which she was famous). Her signature blond hair, usually expertly coiffed and styled, whipped in the California wind. A cross between Michelle Pfeiffer and Marilyn Monroe, Celeste was the sexpot screen siren of the century (or at least the last five years).


  Who did Damien Bruckner think he was? Heat seared through her taut belly as Celeste pressed her perfectly pedicured toes onto the accelerator. A rush of adrenaline thrilled through her as the pedal sank to the floorboard and she took the tight turn on Mulholland Drive. When Celeste met Damien five years before, he was, perhaps, the most prolific film producer in Hollywood, and Celeste the hottest star. But five years (in an industry where the power brokers changed every ten years) was a lifetime.


  Celeste crested a hill and looked at Los Angeles lying at her feet. She could almost see the Pacific if it weren’t for the haze. The calm that usually accompanied this view was absent—destroyed by Damien’s deceit.


  L.A. must have been beautiful in the forties. As a child, she’d seen pictures in her grandmother’s old movie magazines—orange groves, mountains, beaches, and waves all visible from the top of Mulholland and the Hollywood Hills. The very beauty those pictures promised had captivated a young Celeste and drawn her from a trailer court in Tennessee to the land of movie stars. Now, with the exhaust and pollution, the view was tarnished. This view was dirty and gray. Just like Damien Bruckner.


  Damien believed he’d satisfy Celeste by giving her a five-carat diamond and his last name. But after what Celeste had found, neither the diamond nor the name was enough. None of it was. The fucker.


  For five years, Celeste fucked him and blew him. Even fucked a few of his friends, and why? Why? Good question. Celeste thought she’d known the answer. For the fulfillment of a promise. That once Amanda Bruckner, Damien’s first wife, was gone, she—Celeste Solange, superstar—would be Mrs. Damien Bruckner. And finally, in the perfect Malibu wedding just six months ago, Celeste had gotten her wish. Or what she thought was her wish. Fulfilling Celeste’s desire to be one half of “the” power couple in the movie business. It had been a grandiose event. Everyone was there. Tom, Kate, Will, Bruce, even the ever-reclusive Robert. The press was phenomenal. Helicopters whirling overhead, paparazzi sneaking through the bushes. (Damien and Celeste had been smart enough to get tents.) The picture of her dress, Celeste heard, had sold for more than a hundred grand.


  And then, almost immediately after the wedding, the rumors began. The rumors and the questions. What about Celeste’s career? Was it over? She hadn’t worked in close to two years—was she leaving film to become a domestic diva? Perhaps a little Bruckner was soon to follow the Malibu wedding ceremony. Or perhaps, as the most popular tabloid rumors implied, Celeste was already pregnant with what was sure to be the perfect Hollywood child. None of it was true. Celeste’s sabbatical from film was at Damien’s behest, causing, he believed, the public’s hunger for her next picture to swell. Because Celeste’s first film in two years was scheduled to be the next film Damien produced, an action adventure entitled Borderland Blue.


  Celeste gripped the steering wheel of her Porsche with an anger that couldn’t be denied—an anger that consumed her beauty, her dreams, even her picture-perfect marriage.


  Damien’s ex-wife, Amanda Bruckner, would have laughed at this scenario. Thrown back her head and cackled with glee. Barely forty-five and set for life, Amanda sat in a stunning $15 million home in Nice overlooking the ocean, and Damien threw gazillions of dollars at her just to keep her quiet and to stay the fuck away from Los Angeles. Amanda kept his name and a huge chunk of his money (in addition to the $50,000 a month in alimony Damien paid). Amanda—was free. Amanda would appreciate the humor in Celeste’s current situation— how could she not? The irony was absolute.


  Black lace panties.


  It seemed Damien liked them on all his women. Because the black lace panties that Mathilde (Celeste and Damien’s housekeeper) had found in Damien’s suitcase this morning weren’t all that different from all the pairs of little black lace panties Celeste wore when Damien was sleeping with Celeste and still married to Amanda.


  “Senora, es to?” Mathilde had asked, holding up the crotchless undies as she unpacked the suitcase Damien brought home from New Zealand late last night.


  Emerging from the bathroom sauna, Celeste froze at the sight of Mathilde waving the panties over the couple’s king-size bed. Her heart pounded. Those are not mine. Even from a distance she could tell. The offensive black polyester lingerie that Mathilde held was cheap and shoddily made. It had been a decade since Celeste had felt anything but Agent Provocateur against her skin.


  Celeste put on her Hollywood game face (she was a Golden Globe–winning actress, after all) and smiled at Mathilde. “Sí. Un presente for Senor Bruckner. To remember me by, while he was away on set.”


  No need to have the help talking. If Mathilde discovered that Damien was having an affair, everyone in town would know. All the hired help rode the same bus—how do you think everyone in Hollywood found out that Steven Brockman was gay?


  Celeste flinched at the memory, swerving around her rapper neighbor’s Escalade attempting to turn onto Mulholland in front of her. It wasn’t the fucking around that pissed her off. They were a liberal sort of Hollywood couple. Celeste had been aware of Damien’s fling with this little cocktease of an actress Brianna Ellison for months. But the trip to New Zealand, to a film Damien wasn’t even producing (executive producing only; he might as well be a grip), combined with this little tramp getting the lead in Borderland Blue, that was enough to make Celeste burn.


  Damien didn’t even have the integrity to tell Celeste that she’d been bumped from the lead role (and the sneaky bastard hadn’t left the trades lying around this morning—he’d taken Variety and Hollywood Reporter). But Damien wasn’t clever enough. Much like finding crotchless panties in the hands of their housekeeper, Celeste learned of her public disgrace via another employee—this time her publicist, Kiki Dee. There in the fax machine, just like every morning, lay copies of all the articles (Us, People, Star, the Enquirer, Variety …) that mentioned Celeste. But this morning there’d been a hissing cobra on the second page of Kiki’s twenty-page fax. BRUCKNER BLUE FOR BRIANNA screamed the headline in Variety.


  The humiliation was horrifying. Celeste had spent the last two years prancing around town talking about nothing but her next big part in Damien’s next big film. For two years, through script rewrites, changes in director, and changes in locale, Celeste had held off doing any other film. Instead, Celeste waited for Damien and Borderland Blue. She’d been offered other roles. Roles for which other actresses were nominated and even won awards, fulfilling what was Celeste’s dream—to have an Oscar to sit next to her Golden Globe. But no, Celeste waited. She waited for Damien’s film, because he’d promised.


  And now Brie Ellison was getting the lead—an eighteen-year-old wannabe who hadn’t even starred in a film.


  Sure, her breasts were perky and she had great hair, but so did Celeste. Celeste had paid twenty-five grand just three months ago to have her breasts re-perked (a little maintenance in preparation for the bikini scenes). It wasn’t pleasant having stitches around your nipples.


  How had this happened? Fury knotted in her stomach. Fury and anger and even fear. Fear that her career was over, fear that she’d never work again—fear that she’d lose everything she spent a lifetime working for and have to return to that beat-up trailer in Tennessee. Celeste’s heart hammered within her chest and she gulped big breaths of air. The money, the marriage, the house, the clothes—none of it meant anything if she didn’t have her job—her work—her career.


  Where the fuck was her agent in this colossal mess? It was Jessica’s job—not only as Celeste’s agent but also as her best friend—to protect Celeste’s business interests and to never let her get blindsided in the trades. Celeste obviously couldn’t trust her husband to look out for her best interests (at least whenever his cock was involved). But her agent, one of her closest friends? What was going on? Jessica had to have known about this deal; she was the president of CTA, the most powerful agency in town. Agents knew everything, every bit of business, gossip, and intrigue that went down, usually before all the players. And Jessica was the best.


  “Jessica’s office,” Celeste commanded her hands-free cell.


  “Jessica Caulfield’s office,” answered Kim, Jessica’s number one assistant.


  “It’s me,” Celeste said. The bitchiness in her voice was barely contained.


  “One moment, Celeste. I’ll get her.”


  They’d better recognize her voice. She’d paid enough in commission to CTA over the last seven years to buy a Third World country. Ten percent of her $20 million quote combined with ten percent of first-dollar gross was big bucks.


  “Cici—”


  “What the fuck is going on, Jessica?” Celeste roared over the phone line. Fuck it. She knew she sounded shrill and high maintenance, but she didn’t care. This was her life, her career!


  “Cici, the deal closed late last night, one A.M. I didn’t find out until two.”


  “You could have called.”


  “Someone leaked it to the trades; it wasn’t supposed to run today. I’m sorry, Cici. I swear we just didn’t get in front of the story fast enough.”


  “I was bumped for someone younger and by my own fucking husband!”


  “Cici, there are at least a dozen producers who want you in their films. I have three full-quote offers right now—pick one. We’ll run it tomorrow; it’ll look like it was your decision, not Damien’s—that you chose to step off of Borderland Blue for a better film.”


  “I don’t like them. I’ve read them,” Celeste whined, her anger deflating. She wanted sympathy from her agent. And coddling. And a fucking good script.


  “What do you like? What do you want to do?”


  “I like Borderland Blue, Celeste whispered, “and I want my husband not to be such a backstabbing bastard.” Her bottom lip quivered—she was bumped and her marriage was most certainly over. A lump of sadness plopped into her heart and spread upward and grasped at her throat. She bit the inside of her cheek and willed herself to halt the tears that threatened—again.


  “What about Lydia’s film?” Celeste finally asked. Lydia Albright was a close friend of both hers and Jessica’s and a mega-producer. One way to get back at a bastard was to do the film of his biggest competitor. Plus she’d rather spend four months on set with Lydia—someone she could trust—than be thrust into the arms of a producer she disliked and some project she loathed.


  “She can’t make your deal,” Jessica said.


  “What about a trick deal?” Celeste asked. “SAG minimum and more gross points?”


  The silence from Jessica only confirmed what Celeste knew to be true. Working on Lydia’s film, with a trick deal, was a gargantuan gamble. Celeste hadn’t worked in two years and she would forgoe her $20 million fee on the possibility of Lydia’s film, Seven Minutes Past Midnight, becoming a success. The risk was obvious; did the public still love Celeste enough that she could open a blockbuster action film and earn her fee on the back end?


  “If that’s what you want,” Jessica said her voice even, “I’ll call right now.”


  Celeste sighed and the iron-gripped fear in her belly relaxed its tightfisted grip. The slightest smile crossed her face. At least Jessica still believed in Celeste and her box office strength. “I’ll call Lydia. You call the attorneys and start drafting the deal.”


  “Anything else?” Jessica asked.


  “I want a producer’s credit, too,” Celeste said, the wind whipping her golden locks around her face.


  “Not a problem. Call me after you talk to Lydia.”


  “Got it.” Celeste said and Jessica was gone. There was one more call to make before she dialed Lydia. Another call to make Damien pay. Aside from taking the role in Seven Minutes Past Midnight, there was one other thing that would force Damien to experience a similar anger and pain that burned through Celeste.


  For the second time, Celeste spoke to her phone, “Get me Frederick.”


  “‘Allo; Frederick,”


  “Lover,” Celeste purred.


  “Oh, my Cici! I wondered if I might hear from you today,” Frederick said, with a hint of a question.


  “It is a very big day.” Anticipation warmed Celeste’s skin and desire tingled up through her toes and legs.


  “How big?”


  “Black Card big,” Celeste answered, referring to the limitless credit card that Damien kept locked in his safe. Damien mistakenly believed Celeste knew nothing of the card.


  “Oooh!” Frederick moaned into the phone. It sounded as if he’d come all over himself. “We just got some fabulous Christian Louboutins this morning.”


  “Perfect. I’ll take twenty pairs.”


  “He must be in very big trouble, your Damien,” Frederick cackled. “Back from New Zealand?”


  “Last night.”


  “You know, my boyfriend’s ex-lover is doing makeup on that set. For the actress, Brianna Ellison. You know her.”


  Celeste’s heart beat kicked upward and humiliation swept through her body—she felt the heat on her chest and neck.


  Of course Frederick knew about Damien and Brie. Everyone knew.


  The film industry was a small town in a huge city. Everyone’s boyfriend’s ex-lover did makeup, set design, acted, wrote scripts, produced, gaffed, gripped, agented, or directed. Hollywood was six degrees of separation minus five degrees.


  “Brie’s lovely,” Celeste hissed. “I hear she likes girls.”


  “Interesting,” Frederick cooed. “I hear she likes cock.”


  If Frederick were a woman, she’d rip his eyes out for that remark. But being a member of the catty-effeminate set, Frederick could say whatever he wanted. The exchange was fair trade because Frederick would pay Celeste back with a juicy tidbit of Brie gossip once Celeste finished dropping fifteen grand in his store. And if Frederick really wanted to help Celeste, he’d start spreading some wonderfully salacious lie about little Miss Brie Ellison—perhaps something in the gonorrhea or methamphetamine family?


  “I should be there in twenty minutes.”


  “Darling, for you I’d wait forty. Ciao.”


  Celeste took a quick check of her reflection in the rearview mirror and then balanced the steering wheel with her knees. She grabbed her purse from the passenger seat. The vial had to be in her Chanel bag somewhere. She dug through her purse tossing aside her credit card case, make-up, and cigarettes. She just needed a teensy weensy sniff to keep her alive. There wasn’t a Starbucks on the way, and with so much shopping to do and so little sleep (silly her, she’d cried into her Egyptian cotton towels for three hours), she just needed a jolt. She dug into the pretty white powder with her pinky nail.


  Sniff. Sniff.


  Celeste wiped under her nose and glanced in the rearview mirror one more time. Still perfect.


  


  Chapter 2


  Lydia Albright and Her Alexandra Neel Pumps


  


  Lydia Albright’s movie was falling apart. Her star, Bradford Madison, was incarcerated; her director, Zymar, was in Bali stoned on Thai sticks; and the studio, Worldwide Pictures, was pulling the plug, stopping the money—shutting her down.


  With more than a billion dollars in box-office ticket sales and an overall deal at Worldwide, Lydia was currently the biggest producer in Hollywood. But the box office Gods were unkind to Lydia’s last film— Until the End. The movie cost the studio more than $175 million to make, and the ticket sales grossed only $125 million worldwide. The studio would make another $100 million in DVD sales, but still, these were not the numbers that Worldwide considered a success. And in a town where “How much money have you made for me lately?” was the mantra, Lydia knew that her next film—this film—Seven Minutes Past Midnight, had to be a hit.


  She slid off her Alexandra Neel pumps. Her fingertips tingled with the anxiety sliding through her body. Lydia paced barefoot in front of the wall of windows in her office bungalow on the Worldwide lot. One glance into the mirror on the north wall of her office (placed there to help her chi) showed her that while her fair skin looked exceptional for thirty-eight (ahem, forty-two) a frown creased her forehead, and the shadow of dark circles (that she’d tried desperately to conceal this morning with Laura Mercier’s thickest formula) still resided under her blue eyes.


  She hadn’t slept well last night—hell she hadn’t slept at all. How was this happening? The last forty-eight hours might have ruined Seven Minutes Past Midnight’s chances to ever make it onto the big screen.


  Weston Birnbaum was dead.


  And with Weston’s sudden death came the reign of the dreaded Leprechaun. Arnold Murphy. Murphy would take over Worldwide as President of Production and not only would Arnold mean the end of Lydia’s film, but also the end of her career at Worldwide.


  Lydia dropped into the chair behind her desk. The warm earth-toned art and deep-red walls that Lydia’s interior designer had promised would keep Lydia calm were not working.


  Fucking Murphy. How could they name Arnold Murphy president of production?


  Arnold was Lydia’s staunchest enemy, and an insufferable pig. “The little leprechaun” was the term Lydia had originally coined for Arnold, and it fit: He was short, fat, and balding, with wisps of red hair. It would be tit for tat now, wound for wound. This time, Lydia knew, Arnold was in the ideal position to deal her the deathblow.


  Six years. For six years Lydia had worked on getting Seven Minutes Past Midnight into production. Finally she had the right director (albeit he was currently incommunicado in a Balinese brothel), the right actor (he’d make bail), and the right studio head. Surprisingly, finding the right studio head had been the trickiest piece of the puzzle. Nobody wanted to make this film—well, nobody but Lydia and Weston Birnbaum. Weston was the executive who’d finally said yes and gotten the accounting department at Worldwide to start cutting checks. God bless Weston.


  Lydia glanced at the Daily Variety lying on her desk. Well, that Weston Birnbaum, whose cock Lydia had sucked (and it was a big fucking cock) at the Four Seasons two months ago—not an unpleasant experience, although Lydia rarely sucked cock anymore, at least not to get her movies made (she’d discontinued fellatio for film when she stopped being an actresss)—now that wonderful man was dead. A massive heart attack. Lydia’s best friend, Jessica Caulfield, had called Lydia at four A.M. yesterday morning.


  “Two of them,” Jessica said. “Asian twins. I think you’ve seen them. Did you see Dancing Dog, Hidden Windmill?”


  “Shit.” Lydia sighed. “Who will get it?”


  “At the same time. One sucking his cock, the other sitting on his face.”


  “There’s no way they’d bring in Arnold, is there?” Lydia asked, horrified at the prospect of her nemesis heading up the studio that funded the majority of her films.


  “Fuck no,” Jessica said. “He lost more money than any of them. Can you imagine? She was sitting on Weston’s face, and he had a massive coronary. Jesus and the police,” Jessica continued.


  “I’m fucked if it’s Arnold,” Lydia said, alarm bells ringing in her ears. Just when all the pieces for her film were finally in place, why did Weston have to die?


  “It won’t be Arnold.”


  “I’m so fucked.” Lydia sighed again.


  “Not as fucked as Weston.”


  And there it was in today’s Daily Variety. Proof that short men with Napolean complexes could run movie studios. Lydia skimmed the headline again: WORLDWIDE MAKES MURPHY MOVIE MOGUL. And now my movie is soon to be in the shitter.


  Lydia spun her chair around and looked out the windows at the tower of power— Worldwide’s corporate headquarters. A thirty-six-story structure of glass and steel the glass phallus-shaped building dominated the Worldwide Pictures lot. Arnold might already be in the top corner office, looking down at Lydia, knowing the fate of her film, savoring her demise—the prick.


  “Arnold Murphy on one,” Lydia’s first assistant Toddy called out.


  There were three assistants total: Number one, Toddy, answered phones and took care of scheduling; number two took care of everything Toddy didn’t have time for; and number three, Lydia’s personal assistant, took care of every detail of Lydia’s life, including scheduling her yearly mammogram, her monthly spa retreat, her weekly micro-derm, her biweekly therapy, and her almost daily mani-pedi.


  Lydia put on her headset and forced a smile onto her face. You could hear a frown over the phone.


  “Murph, congratulations! So sad about Weston, but so thrilled to be working with you.”


  “Cut the bullshit, Liideeeaaa,” Arnold said through the static of his phone.


  Lydia cringed upon hearing Arnold’s voice. She loathed his insistence on always dragging out the pronunciation of her name, the way one might speak to a small child.


  “Such a charmer. Murph my love, did someone forget to fill your flask before your morning commute?” He wasn’t even in the fucking office yet and he was calling to shut down her movie.


  “We are not making this movie,” Murphy said.


  “Yes you are.” Lydia’s heart accelerated.


  “No.”


  “Listen, you redheaded prick,” Lydia stood and leaned toward her office window. She wasn’t about to let this little-man knock her down without a fight. Blood pulsed through her veins and heat flushed her face. She was a warrior—you didn’t make movies without going to battle. “This studio spent twenty million in preproduction. You’ve made pay-or-play offers to the star, the director, and to me, the producer. If you don’t make this movie, you are seventy million dollars in the hole before you even walk onto the lot to start your first day of work at this studio. Not the best first impression for the board of directors, now, is it?”


  Murphy snickered. “Liideeeaaa, your director’s high, your star is in jail, and your luck has run out.”


  Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. He was shutting down Seven Minutes Past Midnight.


  “You and I both know that it pains my heart to make this—”


  “Celeste Solange on line two,” Toddy yelled out.


  Lydia pressed the mute button on her phone. “Celeste is in New Zealand.”


  “What? They don’t have phones in New Zealand?”


  “Murph, hold on a second,” Lydia said. Leaving the leprechaun, Lydia, jumped from line one to line two.


  “Cici?”


  “Lyddy.”


  “Cici, where are you? You sound so close. I thought you were in New Zealand.”


  “I am close—well, relatively speaking. I can see the ocean and I’m on this side of it.”


  “What happened?”


  “Have you seen People yet?” Celeste asked.


  “No, I’m still working on today’s Daily Variety.”


  “Damien is fucking the eighteen-year-old,” Celeste said. “Seems he was much too cozy on set to want me around.”


  “Interesting,” Lydia said. “Damien is fucking a child and I’m getting fucked by a leprechaun.”


  “What?”


  “Have you seen the trades today? Variety, Hollywood Reporter?”


  “Just the part about me getting bumped from my soon-to-be ex-husband’s film.” Celeste snapped.


  “Guess who got the Worldwide gig.”


  “Fuck if I know. I’m just an actress—hired help. Marsala, or Walter? Aaah. Wait, a leprechaun … no fucking way, Lydia. It isn’t Murphy, is it?”


  “Bingo. He’s holding on line one. Shutting down Seven Minutes Past Midnight. First call of what I am sure will be his illustrious tenure as studio head. Little fucker is still in his car, hasn’t even made it into his office yet, and he’s shutting down my film.”


  “But I was calling to tell you I’ll do it,” Celeste said.


  “What?” Lydia’s heart bounced in her chest—Cici in her movie would be a dream. “I love you and you’ve always been my first choice, but I don’t have it in the budget. Jessica and I discussed it ages ago. I can’t make your twenty-million-dollar quote—I can’t even make half your quote. Besides, this is Murphy. He’s shutting me down, and it’s got nothing to do with the script or the film.”


  “We could travel, take it to another studio? What about Summit or Galaxy?”


  “Cici, you’re a gem. But Murph isn’t going to let any studio buy this project out. It’s not about the money or the movie. This one is personal. It’s about Murph and me.”


  “No worries. I’ve got Robinoff.”


  “What?” Lydia looked up from the Daily Variety she’d anxiously flipped through. God, she loved Celeste. Ted Robinoff was the ever-elusive CEO of Worldwide Pictures and Arnold Murphy’s boss. A virtual recluse, some executives thought Robinoff had a direct line to God and others thought that the only direct line to Robinoff was through God’s office. “How?”


  “Lyd, I’m telling you I can deliver this. Just get your director sober and your star bailed out and don’t tell Murph who did it. We’ll get the movie going through Ted before Murphy gets into the studio. Get off the phone with Murphy before he says no—have your assistant do it. Have Toddy tell him you had to run out, some sort of emergency.”


  Lydia looked through her office door at her three assistants, all listening in on her line (there were always at least eight ears on a call, most times more: the caller, the callee, and both assistants. First rule of Hollywood: There are no secrets). Hope blossomed in Lydia’s heart—maybe—just maybe… “You heard the lady. Toddy, get off this line and get on line one. Tell the leprechaun to take a leap.”


  “Cici, I’m sure glad you’re on my side. You must have some heavy-duty shit on Ted.”


  “Nothing like that, just pulling an old favor. I need a change and there’s no one I’d rather do a movie with than you. Besides, I hear your star boy is a pretty good actor, and when he’s not in the slammer or on set, he likes to be in bed. It’s a great script, Lyddy. I’ll do a really good job for you.”


  “Like I said, you were always my first choice; I just knew that Jessica and I could never come to terms on a deal. Just not in my budget.”


  “This film isn’t about the money. You’re getting Celeste Solange at bargain-basement prices. All I want is a producer’s credit and a piece of the back end.”


  “Just tell Jessica this was all your doing, otherwise she’ll never let me book any talent out of CTA again.”


  “I already told Jess.”


  “And?” Lydia asked.


  “She didn’t flinch. It’ll be the easiest deal you’ll ever make. Give her a call. My attorney is drafting a deal memo right now. Jessica will fax it to you and to Worldwide Business Affairs. It’s pretty sweet.”


  “I owe you big.”


  “We’re friends, Lyd, let’s go make a film.”


  


  Chapter 3


  Jessica Caulfield and Her Balenciaga Sandals


  


  Jessica Caulfield’s brown lizard skin heels pinched her toes as she lounged on the patio at The Ivy in Beverly Hills with one of her many movie star clients. You hadn’t “arrived” in the film biz until you could secure patio seating at the Ivy. Reserved for the deal-makers, power brokers, and stars, the Ivy sat on a nondescript Beverly Hills street. The patio, whitewashed brick with a picket fence and white roses, provided no view for the patrons feasting on crab cakes and chopped salads. But the view from the street—that was something else entirely. Aston Martins, Bentleys, and Jaguars pulled up to the valet, and exiting from these pristinely polished automobiles were the rich, the famous, and the beautiful.


  Behemoth SUVs with dark tinted windows, home to the ever-annoying yet ever-needed paparazzi, sought out the parking meters across the street. The valets—clean-cut, crisp-looking young men with the short haircuts and high cheekbones of prep school graduates—lined the sidewalk in front of the patio seating, trying to obscure shots taken with the giant telephoto lenses. Jessica knew this was all part of the dance. If privacy was truly the desire, why not raise the fence? Or enclose the outside area with a hedge? No, this spot was the place to be seen. A statement, made by anyone who entered, that you did in fact belong within the confines of Hollywood and the Ivy. You were a member of the club.


  Jessica leaned her head forward in a futile attempt to release the tension that gripped the back of her neck. She sipped her iced tea and her auburn hair fell in waves around her Dior sunglasses. Jessica had dined at the Ivy for close to seven years. She was one of the most powerful talent agents in town and easily commanded lunch on the patio. And this lunch was to finish a deal with one of CTA’s hot young stars, Holden Humphrey.


  When Jessica had discovered Holden, she’d just begun her career as a talent agent at CTA. Kiki Dee, a publicist, had begged Jessica to attend an actors’ showcase. Jessica had resisted, knowing that other agents fended off these requests, and if she went, she’d be the only agent in attendance. But she owed Kiki a favor (everyone at some point in their Hollywood career owed Kiki a favor).


  When Jessica arrived, the desperation in the air had been palpable. Mostly old actors (anyone over thirty-five) doing scenes from old films, all hoping (as was the case at every actors’ showcase) to be “discovered.” Sure, some of the actors were brilliant and many had talent, but these people were in denial about the reality of the film industry. Hollywood was the Calcutta of entertainment— hundreds of thousands of actors starving for work. The odds against these actors on stage were staggering; they’d have a better chance of winning the lottery than becoming a superstar. That night—oh so long ago—there’d been one not particularly gifted young actor who possessed a spark.


  The “It” factor.


  “It” was an indefinable quality, a quality for which casting directors, agents, and managers relentlessly searched. ‘It’ wasn’t talent or bravado. “It” was a gift from God, Jessica believed, that very few people received. Or perhaps everyone had “It,” but only a couple of people in the world truly knew how to tap into their “It” reserve. Either way, Jessica knew Holden had “It,” even if he couldn’t act.


  Now, five years later, Jessica sat across from Holden Humphrey at the Ivy. The Los Angeles sun burned her scalp and frustration wound through her chest and lodged hard and cold next to her heart.


  They discussed any last-minute desires Holden had before Jessica closed the deal for his next film, Money for Love, with Galaxy Pictures Business Affairs. Sure, these details could be hammered out over the phone, but a little face time with Holden (a $15-million-per-film star) was part of Jessica’s job.


  “Jess, forget the Dom. I want Cristal. Cristal is off the hook,” Holden said between bites of his specially made double cheeseburger (just for Holden the Ivy added an oregano-garlic spice mix and extra cheese). “No one drinks Dom. I hear that Cristal is a deal-breaker for Tarantino.”


  Jessica bit her tongue, gritted her teeth, and tried to smile. A Harvard-educated lawyer, Jessica spent the last five years (her most fertile years) negotiating deals for actors, and she was going to spend the next thirty-six hours (while she was ovulating) arguing with the head of Galaxy Pictures Business Affairs for Holden Humphrey’s million-dollar perk list (in addition to his multimillion-dollar fee and profit participation).


  “And I want the trailer that Costner gets. You know the one, right, Jess? There are only two in the world.”


  Jessica did, in fact, know the trailer to which Holden referred. It was the same trailer that Jessica spent three days arguing with Summit Pictures’ head of Business Affairs for Holden to get on his last feature, Purple Racer. At least on this picture there was a precedent. The expansion of a star’s perk list was all about “the precedent.” If one studio gave a star the biggest trailer or cases of Cristal versus Dom, then every other studio had better pony up if they expected a star to do their film. Stars wanted the best, the most elusive, the most expensive.


  Jessica glanced over at Holden, chewing a bite of his twenty-five-dollar burger. Twenty-five dollars for a cheeseburger? Jessica remembered when she was fresh out of law school with student loans to pay and interning for free at the studio; twenty-five dollars had purchased her groceries for a month.


  Even with ketchup dripping down his chin, Holden was gorgeous. Honey-blond hair, sultry blue eyes, cheekbones that could cut steel (Johnny Depp and Brad Pitt rolled into one), a jawline that was solid—and that flawlessness was all above the neck. Holden’s body … was just as extraordinary. Yes, Holden was a specimen of physical perfection. Even for Jessica—who’d known him before he was a star— it was difficult to concentrate when Holden flashed his stellar smile. But the one thing Holden could not do, at least not yet, was act. He could barely deliver a line (he wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, either).


  Jessica prayed that Holden’s business manager was smart about Holden’s money, because the gravy train that was Holden’s career wouldn’t last forever. Holden’s $15 million acting quote wasn’t going up anytime soon, and if the ticket sales from Purple Racer were any indication, then Holden’s core audience (preteen girls and middle-aged gay men) was growing tired of paying fifteen dollars a ticket to watch him wiggle his ass and grin. Holden’s career, Jessica feared, was cresting the hill on the entertainment roller coaster and poised for the stomach-piercing descent.


  “Holden, did you talk to Gary Moises?” she asked, hopeful that Holden had taken her advice and started studying his craft with the best and most exclusive acting coach in Los Angeles.


  “I’m not down with an acting coach,” Holden said and bit into his burger.


  “He’s the best in L.A.,” Jessica countered.


  “Jess, I want to feel natural. My fans want me; they don’t need that Mizel/Method crap. They want me to do my thing. Viève agrees,” Holden said, putting his arm around the babe du jour to his left.


  Jessica glanced at the tiny elfin creature now ensconced in Holden’s embrace. She nearly forgot that Viève was there—the girl had barely moved—she didn’t speak—and the creature definitely didn’t eat. A connoisseur of exotic tail, Holden always seemed to have a particularly unusual woman with him. This tiny creature appeared to be an accessory—much like a Chihuahua or Peek-a-poo or whatever extreme canine mix was the most popular purse pet.


  “Viève acts, Jess.”


  Doesn’t everyone, Jessica thought.


  “You should take a look at her reel,” Holden said, patting the tiny creature on the head.


  Jessica curled the sides of her mouth upward and ignored the irritation that spiked her heart. For the ten percent of $15 million and gross profit participation he threw her way, Holden deserved at least the semblance of a smile. Thank God for sunny days in L.A. and patio seating at the Ivy—both required that Jessica wear sunglasses. Otherwise at this very moment Holden would see the look. And if he saw the look, then he’d know the contempt that wove through Jessica for having to smile at the tramp Viève and argue for three days for Cristal as opposed to Dom Perignon so that Holden could get paid beaucoup bucks to do the one thing millions of people would give their left leg to do: stand in front of a camera and smile.


  “Is that Josh Dragatsis over there?” Holden asked, sipping his Pellegrino.


  Jessica glanced to her left. Josh Dragatsis, a young talent agent from ACA, stared at Holden like a Doberman Pinscher eyeing a piece of raw meat.


  “He’s been leaving me ten messages a day about some indie film, View of Sunshine. Like I want to do an independent film? What a dumbass,” Holden said, frowning. “I’ve got to get a new cell number.”


  “Yes, you do,” Jessica said. “Give me your cell. I’ll have Kim cancel the service and messenger a new phone to the house this afternoon.” She reached across the table and plucked the iPhone from Holden’s hand. She dodged that bullet.


  Josh, that little prick, calling a CTA-represented star ten times a day. He carried five clients of any value on his roster, and to teach him a lesson, Jess would make sure that by this time tomorrow, her cadre of CTA agents poached three of Josh’s five. She wouldn’t let a junior agent get away with hitting on Holden.


  “You know, Viève is in my Transcendental Meditation class,” Holden said, clasping Viève even tighter. “Every Tuesday and Thursday. It grounds me.”


  “I guess fifteen million dollars three times a year isn’t grounding enough?” A wry smile played around Jess’s lips.


  “Jess, you crack me up. I want Viève to be on set as my TM coach. Will you add it to the perk list? Try to get her a grand a week,” Holden said.


  “And your dad? Is he going to be your driver again on this film?” Jessica asked, knowing that this was the beginning of a long list of unemployable family and friends Holden wanted to see paid.


  “You know it. I think he got fifteen hundred a week last time,” Holden said.


  “And Tommy?”


  “Can’t leave out the little bro. He’s my rock, my trainer. Just like last time, two thousand a week.”


  “What about Cubby?” Holden had somewhere in his rise to fame acquired Cubby, a nondescript hanger-on with no ambition for his own life but to carry Holden’s bags and fuck Holden’s leftover girls.


  “Personal assistant again.”


  “That usually goes for five hundred a week, but I’ll try for seven-fifty.”


  “Jess, you rock!” Holden said.


  Jessica arched her perfectly plucked brow, and a sardonic grin crawled across her face. Magna cum laude and editor of Harvard Law Review and she “rocked,” here at this very moment. Yippy skippy, her life was complete.


  Holden was half her age, and half her brainpower, but he had ten times her bank account, and Jess’s bank account wasn’t half bad. Her annual salary as president of CTA was well into seven figures. Her career paid for a house in the Hollywood Hills, a trainer, and everything that she thought she wanted.


  Well, almost everything. Lately, an emptiness clutched at her each night as she pulled up to her quiet home. Her fiancé, Phil, was a software designer, a career that demanded he live in San Francisco during the week. It allowed her Monday through Friday to relentlessly pursue all her Hollywood ambitions—ambitions that until recently fueled her to work harder and longer hours than any other agent in town.


  


  *


  


  Immediately after law school, Jessica pushed a mail cart, assisted and finally been promoted to executive at I M FOX Productions. After a decade of work she summited as president of CTA. It was only in the last three months she’d allowed herself a view of the landscape that was her Hollywood life. Anxiousness oozed through her as she surveyed all she achieved. Although her life was shiny, she found it lacking, like a six-carat cubic zirconia. She wondered if it wasn’t her biological clock sounding some sort of evolutionary alarm.


  While her girlfriends from high school and college were off marrying, buying houses, and filling those houses with children, Jessica was working seven A.M. to midnight pursuing her Hollywood dream. Her friends in Oregon stared at her slack-jawed when they met (maybe once a year), drinking in her stories of celebrity and fame. Incredulous at her tales, perhaps on the inside bemoaning their lot in life: paunch-bellied husbands approaching middle age, carpooling in their Dodge minivans, PTA, sticky fingers, croup, spilled syrup, laundry, unmade beds. Although they were still friends (you couldn’t turn your back on the girls who held your hair while you puked your guts out after getting drunk on tequila for the first time), their lives were irrevocably different from Jessica’s. And in part it was that very difference from them and the similarity to Cici and Lydia that had begun and cemented Jessica’s entertainment friendships. Who else would understand her frustration today while sitting at the Ivy across from one of the world’s biggest stars, but another member of the Hollywood club?


  Jessica tossed her auburn curls and inhaled. Enough.


  “Okay, so the perk list is pretty much the same, with the addition of the Cristal and, of course, Viève. Great. I’ll speak with Business Affairs after lunch. I’m sure they are going to hate the private-jet miles.”


  “What is it with these studios and their private jets?” Holden asked. “Why do they have them if they don’t want their stars flying around in them?”


  “Holden, it’s not that they don’t want you to use them. It’s how you use them. Flying from Belize to Chicago at two A.M. because you want a hot dog? It doesn’t sit well with Accounting.” Jessica punctuated her pointed words with a smile—she could say anything to anyone as long as she smiled.


  That was her job: Take ten percent and smile. For now, Holden Humphrey was a star, one of Jessica’s many. There were ten stars in Hollywood who could get any movie going anywhere, and Jessica currently represented seven of them. Plus a slew of writers and directors. It was an amazing thing. She, like all the giants before her (Wasserman, Ovitz, Berg), was an uberagent.


  It was as if she’d been struck by lightning. Signing the first star had been luck. The second’s career was in the toilet when Jessica found him an amazing small character piece, an independent film for which he won a “little gold man.” The award turned his career around, and once he was on top again, the big money offers started pouring into Jessica’s office. The third was a referral from the first, and once Jessica had three, it was a party. Everyone loved a party, especially stars. The getting was easy. Signing the star, developing their career, finding them the right role, had always been easy for Jess. Keeping the star—that was tough.


  Jessica glared at Josh Dragatsis, who still stared at Holden and salivated over his chopped salad. Poaching. Always someone trying to snatch her success away from her.


  Actors, Jessica knew from experience, were mercurial creatures. Anyone craving the spotlight enough to want to see themselves twenty feet tall in front of the entire planet had to have some sort of complex. Jess loved them for their boldness, their bravado, their bravery, their childlike love, and their belief that the entire world was their toy box and everyone was meant to be their playmate.


  Jessica had only two clients she truly trusted, two who were her friends. Second rule in Hollywood: There are no “real” friends, only business associates. But Cici and Lydia defied that rule and were two of Jessica’s closest friends. It was a bond forged through time, shared loss (you hadn’t worked in Hollywood and not lost something), and trust. Their troika had yet to be tested by the making of a film together, but it appeared this was about to change.


  If Cici hadn’t called Jessica first, she never would have believed the news. Celeste Solange working for free. Well, practically free: SAG scale plus ten percent. In any other circumstance Jess would have called Lydia and ripped her apart because, close friends or not, this was a business. Granted, Cici got a huge piece of gross profit participation, but Seven Minutes Past Midnight wasn’t a small independent film strapped together with tiny bits of financing that stars would work on for practically no money (often to the abject horror of their agents, who lived on their ten percent of the stars’ fees) because the roles were so juicy and could garner rave reviews and an opportunity to appear in front of a billion eyeballs on an awards show. No, Seven Minutes Past Midnight was a studio-backed blockbuster of a film. But this film, Lydia’s film, wasn’t about money for Cici. It was about payback and pride.


  Jessica could hear the indignity in Cici’s voice. Damien Bruckner was a dumb fuck. First Amanda, then Cici, and now this Brianna Ellison? Like she was going to be a star?


  Damien was really thinking with his dick when he cast Brie in the lead role instead of Cici. And so public! It was splitsville for Damien and Cici. Good riddance. Besides, Cici worked more when she was between men. Once Seven Minutes Past Midnight wrapped, Cici’s next film would pay her $20 million fee. Plus, with her profit participation, Cici stood to make more money on Seven Minutes Past Midnight than she’d ever made on anything if the film turned out to be a hit—and it damn well could be with the cast and director Lydia had managed to put together.


  “Jess,” Holden said, breaking Jessica’s reverie, “don’t forget my mom. She wants to be the production photographer again.”


  Jess smiled her faux smile once more, “Of course. That was fifteen hundred a week, right?”


  “Yeah. And don’t worry, this time she won’t forget to put film in the camera.”


  


  Chapter 4


  Mary Anne Meyers and Her Fuzzy Bunny Slippers


  


  Mary Anne Meyers clicked the save icon on her computer screen. Finished. For now. She glanced out the window in her home office and watched the sun creep up over the Hollywood Hills. It’d been a long night. But the script was good, solid. The story was tight. Mary Anne had incorporated every one of Lydia Albright’s story notes for Seven Minutes Past Midnight, and they were good notes. Lydia was smart; she definitely understood story structure and what made a good script.


  Mary Anne leaned back in her chair and sipped her Earl Grey tea. What a view. What a life. What a miracle. An eight-week miracle. Had it only been eight weeks?


  She’d grown so accustomed to this new life (despite the nagging fear that it was all a dream and she’d awaken soon). The life with the Mercedes, the home in the Hollywood Hills, the housekeeper, the full bank account. It felt as though years had passed since Mary Anne was: broke—with $11.87 in her checking account and an overdraft looming because of the $15.79 she’d coughed up at Ralphs to buy groceries; unemployed—having lost her second waitressing job in three weeks, and evicted—forced to sleep on her friend Sylvia’s couch. Mary Anne had called her sister, Michelle (the responsible one according to their mother, Mitsy), and begged her to wire money so she could come home.


  The dream was dead.


  After nine years of bartending, selling shoes, answering phones, walking dogs, and finally, her miserable attempt at waiting tables, Mary Anne Meyers had dreamed her last Hollywood dream, written her final word, and accepted her fate of returning to the safe (if frigid) confines of her hometown, St. Paul, Minnesota. She’d hocked her computer four weeks before to cover rent, and now the computer, the money, and the apartment were gone.


  As Mary Anne lay on Sylvia’s pea green couch staring at the cracks in the ceiling, her mind drifted to thoughts of her first week in L.A. Not much had changed since then (except her age)—nine years before, she’d been homeless and broke, too. Then the phone rang. Not Sylvia’s phone but Mary Anne’s cell phone—she had service for one more day.


  “Mary Anne Meyers, please,” said a crisp voice on the other end of the line.


  “This is Mary Anne.”


  “I have Lydia Albright for you.”


  Mary Anne’s eyes opened wide and excitement clutched her. She sat up, bumping her head on the oversized thrift-store lamp and knocking her water glass onto the floor. Lydia Albright? The Lydia Albright? Mega-movie-producer-with-over-one-billion-dollars-in-box-office-grosses Lydia Albright?!


  “Please hold one moment,” the crisp voice continued. “Lydia will be right on the line.”


  There was a brief pause. Mary Anne’s heart pounded against her chest.


  “Mary Anne, this is Lydia. How are you? Nice to meet you over the phone.”


  “Yes,” Mary Anne—her mind jumbled she fought to find words. “You, too. Fine. Thank you.”


  “Listen, I read The Sky’s the Limit and I loved it.”


  “You did?” How had Lydia Albright gotten a copy of her script?


  “I think you have an amazing voice on the page. You’re able to capture the essence of what is real in a story. Your writing, well, it’s just extraordinary.”


  “How did you—”


  “We get everything,” Lydia answered before Mary Anne could complete her question.


  “Everything,” Mary Anne whispered.


  “Mary Anne, I have this other script, and if you’re not too busy, I was wondering if you’d give it a read. See if you can come up with a take for the story. It’s close, but still needs a little work. I had dinner at the Four Seasons with Weston Birnbaum last night, president of production at Worldwide, and I told him that I think you’re the writer to fix it. It’s called Seven Minutes Past Midnight. I think you can make the script work. Weston and I would like to go into production once this draft is complete.”


  “Too busy …” Mary Anne mumbled, in shock.


  “Dammit, you are? Because I really—”


  “No! No. Yes, send it. I’m not too busy. I’d love to see it, read it, help. Please, yes.”


  “Great! Where should I send it? I’ll messenger it over now.”


  “Urn …” Mary Anne scrambled over the cat and the couch cushions to the desk by the front door and grabbed the Wells Fargo envelope with Sylvia’s address. “It’s 6615 Franklin, apartment 303.”


  “Fantastic. You’ll have it in an hour. Listen, Mary Anne, if you want it, the rewrite job, it’s yours.”


  “Yes. Oh, thank you, Lydia. Thank you.”


  “No problem. You’re the one with the talent. I’ll have Worldwide Business Affairs call your agent to get your writing quote.”


  “Okay,” Mary Anne paused—fear bumped away the excitement in her belly. Her agent? She didn’t have an agent! Could she get an agent? Would Lydia still hire her if she knew that she was unrepresented?


  “Mary Anne?” Lydia interrupted Mary Anne’s scrambled thoughts. “Who does your deals? Who represents you?”


  “Oh, aah … My, aah, I, aah .” Mary Anne hung her head, shame and sadness replaced her fear. So close—and yet the dream was still dead. “Lydia, I don’t have an agent.”


  “For fuck’s sake! I cannot believe someone with your talent is sitting out there in the world without an agent. I’ll take care of it; I know a few. What dumbasses. No wonder the movies are for shit.”


  Excitement once again blossomed in Mary Anne’s chest. “Oh, thank you, Lydia,” Mary Anne said. “No wonder.”


  “Okay,” Lydia said. “So script in one hour, agent in two, Worldwide Business Affairs after that. And do you think we could sit down tomorrow? Talk about the script? Is your schedule clear?”


  “It’s clear.”


  “Great. I’m going to jump onto this other call, but Toddy, my assistant, is on the line. She’ll schedule a time with you for tomorrow. I’ll see you then.”


  “See you then,” Mary Anne said.


  It was the call. The call that the hopes and dreams of every Hollywood busboy, bartender, and waiter (also known as struggling actor, writer, and director) were built upon. And after Mary Anne had gotten the call from Lydia Albright just eight weeks ago, everything—everything—in her life had changed. One point-five million dollars would do that (Mary Anne had sent the bus money and a celebratory bottle of champagne to Michelle in Minnesota after her first writing check cleared).


  Kim, the assistant to Jessica Caulfield (Mary Anne’s new agent), messengered Mary Anne ten copies of the Daily Variety announcements that ran two days after Lydia’s call. MEYERS MEETS MIDNIGHT read the headline. Mary Anne sent five copies to her family in St. Paul. For the first time, she felt that her parents, Mitsy and Marvin, were proud. The story of Mary Anne’s success ran on the front page of the St. Paul paper, the Pioneer Press. Her father actually started telling people his daughter was a writer. Strong praise from a man who’d never read anything Mary Anne had written. Maybe Marvin would even see the movie? Of course he’d see the movie; she’d invite him to the premiere.


  Mary Anne was living her dream. She was writing. For the first time in her life, she was writing and someone was paying her to write. Jessica handled the deal. First Worldwide paid five hundred thousand dollars against one million for The Sky’s the Limit for Lydia, because she wanted to produce that film as soon as Seven Minutes Past Midnight was finished. The numbers were confusing to Mary Anne at first, until Jessica explained that she would get five hundred thousand dollars now and five hundred thousand more if and when The Sky’s the Limit went into production.


  Then Worldwide paid Mary Anne another $350,000 to rewrite Seven Minutes Past Midnight, and an additional $175,000 to polish the script. (A polish was meant to be less work than a new draft, but it was really the same amount of work.)


  First, Mary Anne spent four weeks rewriting Seven Minutes Past Midnight for the director, Zymar—no last name, just Zymar. That was before Zymar disappeared to Belize. Or was it Bali? Then Mary Anne did more character work for Bradford Madison (the star) before his drunk-and-disorderly arrest. Finally, she’d spent the last seventy-two hours making the Raphaella part bigger and sexier, now that Celeste Solange had signed onto the film.


  How had this happened? Mary Anne Meyers from St. Paul, Minnesota, was writing a bigger and sexier role for the biggest star in the world, Celeste Solange. From homeless to millionaire with one phone call. Only in Hollywood.


  Everyone in this town was a gambler, an addict, only the stakes were much bigger than in Vegas. In Vegas you gambled your money, but here, in this town, you gambled with your dreams. Mary Anne was now one of the winners. She’d hit the jackpot; she was one of the success stories that fueled the never-ending fire. And now Mary Anne was finished with the script.


  She glanced at the clock; it was six-thirty A.M. She needed some sleep. Lydia’s office would call by ten and they’d want her to come in so that she and Lydia could go over the new draft this afternoon. The start date for shooting the film was only a week away (assuming Zymar returned from overseas and Bradford completed rehab). Lydia wanted Mary Anne on set every day. She needed her there for production writing. That was another seventy-five thousand a week to add to Mary Anne’s flourishing bank account.


  Mary Anne padded down the hall past the guest room (she had a guest room!). She glanced in the mirror hanging in the hall.


  Her green eyes looked tired. Her light brown hair, earlier pulled into a ponytail, now stuck out at odd angles (she had a habit of pulling on her hair while she wrote). Dark under-eye circles were evident even through her freckles. “You look like the girl next door!” Celeste Solange had exclaimed yesterday, the first time they met, flashing her effervescent world-famous smile.


  Mary Anne had been starstruck; it was the first time she truly understood the word. How did you speak to someone you’d watched on a twenty-foot screen since you were twelve years old? This woman had won a Golden Globe! What could she, Mary Anne Meyers from Minnesota, possibly have to say that could interest Celeste Solange?


  “Just be yourself,” Lydia had whispered into Mary Anne’s ear prior to Celeste walking into the room. “She’s a person. Think of her like you would your neighbor or a cousin. Don’t treat her differently; they get tired of that.”


  Some cousin!


  But Mary Anne tried to act normal—tried not to be speechless, flounder her words, gush, stare, beam … all those things Hollywood newbies and tourists were guilty of doing. She tried to call Celeste Cici, as the star had insisted. She also tried to focus on the person Celeste was, not the persona she presented.


  Mary Anne guessed that there was a piece of herself that Celeste held back—a piece that wasn’t for public consumption. When everyone wanted a piece of you, didn’t you have to retain something for yourself?


  Mary Anne walked into her bedroom. Painted lavender, the room was calming. Her giant king-sized bed, draped in a paisley-flowered duvet, called to her. Mary Anne sat on her bed and slid off her fuzzy bunny slippers. She placed them next to the three-foot pile of scripts that Jessica had messengered to the house. Each screenplay sent from a producer clamoring for Mary Anne to rewrite his or her script.


  “Lydia must have a lot of faith in you,” Jessica had said. “First-time writers never do production work. I know Lydia thinks you’re talented.”


  Mary Anne lay back onto her bed and tried to soften her mind for sleep; all she needed was a couple hours, but her mind wouldn’t stop spinning. Once you worked for Lydia Albright, you could work for any studio in town.


  It was difficult for Mary Anne to wrap her mind around her success—she spent almost a decade trying to break into the film business, thinking that nobody wanted her and that she wasn’t very talented. Now, with just one phone call, just one person believing in her the whole town was banging on her door. Where had they been the past nine years?


  “Basically, it’s an industry full of lemmings,” Jessica said. “Point them to the sea and they’ll go. Even if there’s a big cliff.”


  Mary Anne shut her eyes. Enjoy it, she thought, drifting off to sleep. At least you’re not a rodent.


  


  Chapter 5


  Chanel Sandals by the Pool


  


  “A divorce?! Celeste, you do not want a divorce,” Damien said.


  Celeste lay on a chaise lounge next to their Olympic-size swimming pool, sipping fresh-squeezed guava-mint-orange juice and while she attempted to maintain her calm cool façade anger seethed within her clamping hard in her belly. A knife—she wanted a long, sharp and jagged blade if not to kill her husband then to make him suffer—or at least scare the son of a bitch.


  Damien dried the droplets of water off his silver-haired torso. She’d watched him complete fifty laps (his morning ritual for twenty years) and wondered at each turn how she might successfully drown her philandering husband without ruining her new Chanel pool sandals. Now Damien stood before her, glistening and blocking the morning sun. At fifty, he still had a phenomenal body. Tall, lean, and tan. Damien was vain, priding himself on his physique. He could easily pass for a man in his thirties.


  “Like hell I don’t,” Celeste said.


  “You’re overreacting. It was a prank by the crew on set. Those panties are not Brie Ellison’s.”


  A prank? Damien’s claim was bullshit and Celeste knew it. But bullshit that a part of her (the part of her that still loved the prick standing before her) wanted to believe.


  “We just got married, for God’s sake,” Damien said.


  “I know, I was there—the one in white.”


  “Yes.” Damien paused. “White. That was a stretch, even for you.” A lascivious grin lit up his tan face.


  God, he had the most magnificent smile. He was an ass, but he had perfect teeth.


  “Yes, and marriage, the monogamy bit, seems to be a stretch for you,” Celeste shot back bitterly.


  “We are not getting divorced.” Damien sat on the edge of her lounge chair. “I just spent half a million dollars to marry you. A wedding you begged me for. We’re not getting divorced. There is nothing going on.”


  “Really?” As if throwing down an ace, Celeste tossed the Enquirer she’d been reading into Damien’s lap. There, on the cover, were Brie Ellison’s surgically enhanced lips sucking Damien’s earlobe. He glanced down at the cover and smiled.


  “A picture is worth—”


  “A thousand words,” Damien finished. Leaning in, he rubbed his strong body against her tensed arm. “Come on, Celeste,” he whispered. “You know it’s fake. What if I believed everything this rag printed about you? Isn’t there a two-headed baby in Roswell that some alien fathered when you were abducted by a UFO?”


  Celeste fumed. He was right. The Enquirer wasn’t enough to go on. But the Enquirer, the crotchless panties, and the fact that Brie Ellison was starring in Damien’s next film, well, that was plenty of proof.


  “Cici. I love you.” He leaned in and nuzzled her neck. “You still drive me wild. You know how film sets are; they’re like high school. And they’ve gotten worse. You haven’t been on one in a while.” Damien lifted the strap of her Chanel bikini and kissed her shoulder.


  Heat slid down her back and her skin quivered with his kiss. God, she wanted him and hated him both at the same time.


  “I was supposed to be on one this fall,” Celeste pulled away from his touch. “Or have you forgotten?”


  “So that’s what all this is about. I told you the studio won’t make your deal. They don’t want to pay your quote. Twenty million is too much for this film, and Brie is only getting paid a million.” Damien reached out and slipped his finger under the clasp of her swimsuit top. “I’ve missed you.” He pulled up the fabric and started kissing her breast. “Let’s go to the pool house.” His voice was husky and his eyes had that vacant look of lust that all men’s take on when they’re hard.


  Heat simmered low in her body—a heat fueled by desire pushed aside her anger. Her body wanted to give in. Even as their marriage soured, she knew their sex life would never wane. Catching herself, Celeste once again pulled away from Damien’s embrace.


  “Can’t,” she said, pulling her swimsuit top down. “I have to get to the studio.”


  “Studio? What studio?” Damien looked surprised.


  “Worldwide.”


  “Who are you meeting for lunch at Worldwide?”


  “It’s not lunch. It’s business.”


  “Yeah, right,” Damien said and playfully tried to pull her down on top of him. “Come here.”


  Celeste again pulled herself away from her husband. “We start shooting in a week.”


  “We who? What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Damien, my love, don’t you read the trades? Daily Variety? Hollywood Reporter? Or are they also just rags printing lies?”


  He glared at her. Score one for Celeste.


  “It’s a little Lydia Albright film. Seven Minutes Past Midnight. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”


  “What?! Since when? Lydia’s career is over with Arnold running Worldwide.”


  “Since three days ago. If you weren’t on set pulling high-school pranks with the crew, maybe you’d know what’s going on in the movie business.”


  Damien leaned back on the chaise lounge. “Worldwide won’t meet your quote. They’ve already spent twenty million on Bradford Madison plus gross points in profit participation and ten million for Zymar to direct.”


  “Deal’s done. Funny you mention Bradford. Yes, hmm … Now, there is an interesting actor I haven’t worked with yet.”


  “If you like them wet behind the ears and fresh out of rehab.”


  Celeste bent over Damien, letting her nipples graze his arm. “Darling, rehab or no, I just like them fresh.”


  Damien stopped. She’d chipped the enamel surface of his exterior, she could tell. Age was a sore spot for anyone in Hollywood; at least anyone over twenty-five. No one willingly told you how many years they’d lived. Best guess was to take whatever they said and add five years; that generally put you within seven years of the real number.


  “Celeste, I know you do. But I guess the real question is—does Bradford?”


  Fucker.


  She wouldn’t let him win. Or at least know that he had. She turned toward the house.


  “We’re having a script read-through,” Celeste called as she clipped across the flagstone to the back entrance. “Not sure what time I’ll be back.”


  “No worries. I fly out at ten,” Damien called.


  Celeste stopped and turned. Damien lounged on the chaise like a snake soaking up sun.


  “New Zealand again,” Damien said. “Problem on set.”


  “How long?”


  “Couple of days, maybe a week. They only have ten more days to shoot.” He sipped his juice and reached for the Enquirer. “Great picture of Brie, don’t you think? Good publicity for the film.”


  Celeste’s eyes teared, but she didn’t want him to see her cry. She had to get away from him.


  “Have a safe trip,” Celeste said, and turned toward the house. The largest, most luxurious house in the Hollywood Hills; twenty thousand square feet of unhappy home.


  


  *


  


  Celeste sat alone at a table on the patio behind Factors Deli. Not her first choice, but she knew Lydia had an affinity for this spot (her father often brought her here for lunch when Lydia was a little girl and he was still producing), and it was close to Jessica’s Beverly Hills office. Only for these two women would Celeste Solange wait. Her days of waiting for anyone had ended the same time her acting quote rose to eight figures.


  The waiting was mildly irritating but she didn’t mind being alone. She’d never acquired the usual set of gadflies and hangers-on that some celebrities collected. People as trinkets. She had her “team”: agent, stylists (makeup, clothing, and hair), publicist, attorney, business manager, accountant, and trainer—but everyone had a job, a place in her life, each contributed their part in the multinational corporation that was Celeste Solange. A corporation that in a good year could gross upward of $100 million although she hadn’t had a “good year” in almost two—thank you, Damien.


  Not a bad climb from poor, white Tennessee trailer trash to multimillionaire (she didn’t even have a GED—few people knew that). Thanks to her brilliant business manager, Jerry Z, her assets were many—real estate, stocks, jewels, a restaurant in Tribeca, two clubs in L.A. Who knew (other than Jerry) what on any given day Celeste actually owned? Her overhead was low (well, relatively; compared to most celebrities, she spent like a pauper). She’d never rented a private island or purchased a jet. Damien had his own money and he paid for their living expenses—the house, the cars, the staff.


  The one luxury she did indulge in was shoes, very expensive shoes. This past month she’d gorged herself with twenty pairs of Louboutins, five varieties of Choo stilettos, and a limited-edition pair of Prada mules encrusted with diamonds a pair that easily cost thirty thousand. Celeste’s eyes sparkled—she would pay nothing; but Damien? She couldn’t wait until he opened that Black Card bill.


  Celeste’s personality (she could barely admit to herself) was just as multifaceted as her holdings. You didn’t get to the top in Hollywood without stepping on some fingers and toes … perhaps throwing a few elbows to the ribs. But the softer side of Celeste, the gentler interior, was there, too. The little girl who grew up without a mother (no one ever mentioned her father) still existed; Celeste had just hidden her away for safekeeping.


  Very few souls witnessed that vulnerable girl; she could think of two total: Jessica and Lydia.


  Celeste glanced at her unopened menu. There was no need to read it; she was having greens with lemon and a side of tuna for protein. The studios paid her not to eat. She’d never subscribed to the idea that the waiflike, heroin-addicted look was sexy. In fact, some of her counterparts might even call her full-figured (if you thought five-foot-seven, one hundred eighteen pounds with a thirty-six-inch bust was fat). No, Celeste had curves; great, full, rounded, luscious curves. No fat, not an ounce, but definite curves. Still, she stuck to the tuna before films to keep the curves in proportion.


  Celeste sipped her tea (super sweet—some things from the South you never gave up) and looked around the patio. Two tables to her left sat one of her (many) former lovers, an actor, with Brad Grey, the former manager and owner of Brillstein-Grey and now the head of Paramount. That actor had a penchant for asses, Celeste remembered, and not just cupping them. She’d wondered if it didn’t suggest a latent desire, as he’d never seemed particularly interested in her breasts, either. But who in Los Angeles didn’t swing the other way, at least on occasion? Her dead grandmama in Tennessee must have rolled over in her grave at least a thousand times since Celeste had moved to Los Angeles. The things she’d seen? And done?


  Celeste heard the slapping sound of the screen door between the patio and the restaurant slamming closed, and she looked up to see Jessica scanning the patio and tucking her BlackBerry into her Chanel purse. Celeste was always impressed by just how powerful and put together Jessica appeared (even if her personal life was messier than Celeste’s). Wavy auburn hair with loose curls framed Jessica’s face, and she wore an Armani suit, Dior high heels, and Dior sunglasses that covered her emerald green eyes. A modern-day Katharine Hepburn, Celeste thought, but with a better nose.


  Celeste knew that Jessica was one of her true friends (a rarity in life; all but extinct in L.A.). Jessica had seen the best (infectious laugh, wicked sense of humor, and talent) and the worst (bitchiness, rage bordering on mania, and insecurity) that Celeste had to offer and still Jessica loved her.


  The first time they’d met, years before, Celeste remembered being unimpressed. She wasn’t sure she liked the look of this hungry young agent. It was Ezekiel Cohen, Celeste’s first agent and former owner of CTA, who introduced them, just after Jessica landed at CTA. Ezekiel was a brave man, lunching with two alpha females. Ezekiel, Celeste learned, wanted to add Jessica to Celeste’s “team” of agents at CTA, a proposition that had it been made by anyone but Ezekiel, Celeste would have flatly refused. The lunch had been less than smooth; Jessica talked too much and seemed too brash. But Celeste trusted Ezekiel’s business judgment. He’d found Celeste, worked with her, and at that lunch seven years later, Celeste’s career was just starting to take off when he requested that Celeste at least return one of Jessica’s fifteen calls.


  Thank God for Ezekiel Cohen.


  Celeste leaned forward and air-kissed Jessica on both cheeks.


  “So how’d it go?” Jessica asked, taking off her sunglasses.


  Celeste cocked her right eyebrow (a signature Celeste Solange look that could stop men dead). “Aside from no director or costar, I’d say pretty good.”


  “No,” Jessica said, horrified.


  “As I live and breathe, I swear this girl is not telling a lie.”


  “Lydia must be pissed.”


  “Pissed is an understatement.” As if on cue, Lydia arrived, pulled out the chair next to Jessica, and sat. “Do you know where my director is? Have you heard?” Lydia’s voice crested near a decibel that caused other diners to glance toward their table.


  “Still in Bali,” Jessica said.


  “I need him back here now,” Lydia said.


  “Zymar always goes to Bali between films,” Jessica said. She reached for the bottle of Pellegrino and poured some into her glass.


  “Between Arnold, Zymar, and Bradford Madison, there won’t be a film. What the fuck is wrong with these guys? Isn’t Zymar repped at CTA? Doesn’t one of your hotshot lit guys have him?”


  “I’ll get you an address,” Jessica offered, “but I don’t think Zymar takes his cell.”


  Lydia looked toward the heavens. “How do these people function?”


  “They don’t, that’s why they’re here,” Celeste said, a smile crept across her lips. “The land of broken toys, wayside waifs, and dysfunctional divas; some talented, most not. They all made the pilgrimage to movieland seeking to fill the void within.”


  “Order?” Lydia asked, skimming the menu.


  “Done,” Jessica said. “I had Kim phone it in.”


  “How do you know—”


  “She called Toddy,” Jessica said, interrupting and silencing Lydia. “And she”—Jessica nodded toward Celeste—“if I’m not mistaken, is on her preproduction greens-with-lemon-juice-tuna-on-the-side diet?”


  Celeste smiled. “Am I that predictable?”


  “Only with your diet. With everything else you’re still a surprise.”


  It was good to be known so well. These two were perhaps the only two left who didn’t blow smoke up Celeste’s rear (even her family in Tennessee was a bunch of ass kissers).


  “So the director and the costar were a no-show. How’s our baby writer holding up?” Jessica asked, taking a bite of bagel chip. “You know, Lydia, you’re putting a whole lot of faith in a first-timer.”


  “She can hang.” Celeste eyed her agent. “She won’t crack.”


  “Really?” Jessica leaned back in her chair. “That’s strong praise from one Ms. Solange, who has in fact seen it all.”


  “She’ll be good. Today she even called me Cici.”


  “Only took four meetings, but yes, we have broken Mary Anne of the habit of calling you Ms. Solange,” Lydia said as the waiter set down her chopped Cobb salad with blue cheese dressing on the side.


  “What?” Jessica asked.


  “Starstruck,” Lydia said. “No more than normal, right, Cici?”


  “She’s a pro. A little Midwestern, but a pro. Hasn’t asked me for an autograph.”


  “It’s early. Just wait till the family in Minnesota wants something signed.”


  “She’s sweet and genuine and as yet unjaded. Do you remember your first gig in this town? How exciting that was?” Celeste asked, squeezing lemon over her undressed salad and looking at her friends. She knew from experience that transplanted optimism withered quickly in the Southern California sunshine.


  “I do. It was Mike Fox,” Jessica said.


  Celeste watched as Jessica’s eyes drifted past her in a faraway gaze, a gaze reserved for long-ago travels or lost loves.


  Mike and Jessica’s torrid love affair left a big mark on Jessica. A mark, Celeste believed, that affected Jessica’s current choice of mate. It’s not that Phil was a bad guy; he was easy for Jessica. He was gone all week, letting Jess concentrate on work, and then on the weekends he provided her with a dinner date. Phil for Jessica, Celeste believed, was not a love match but a convenience.


  “Learned a lot there,” Jessica said, her tone hardening.


  “You?” Celeste asked Lydia.


  “It’s all a blur. I’ve been going to movie sets since I was six months old. For me it’s just a way of life. Preproduction, production, postproduction; preproduction, production, postproduction, like spring, summer, fall, spring, summer, fall.”


  “You’re forgetting winter,” Jessica said.


  “Jess, who does winter? We live in L.A.”


  Celeste smiled. “I remember mine. It was two lines in a De Palma film.”


  “Two lines. That’s pretty good for a first gig,” Lydia said.


  “Thank you, Ezekiel Cohen,” Jessica said.


  “Until Ezekiel it’d been cattle-call auditions, absolutely nothing. He got me working in two months—real work. A good agent can do miracles.”


  “Yeah, but Cici, you had some God-given talent there, too,” Jessica said.


  “These?” Celeste asked, arching her back and pointing to her breasts.


  “Not just those.” Jessica laughed. “Real talent! I remember watching your acting reel, all those student shorts you did. You were good. You lit up the screen. Still do.”


  Listening to Jessica, Celeste started to tear up. What the fuck is wrong with me today? she wondered. That’s twice in less than an hour and three times in one day. She never cried; she’d given up the luxury of free tears on her third film (she’d cry for a role but never for herself). It was a waste of time and energy, and nothing was that important. She still wore her sunglasses; she hoped neither Lydia nor Jess would notice.


  “Cici?” Lydia extended her hand. “What is it?”


  Fuck! She hated emotional pity parties; it wasn’t her style. “Nothing, I’m fine, really.”


  Jessica and Lydia shared a worried glance.


  “I mean, it’s completely ridiculous, it’s Damien. I …” Her voice cracked as pain barrel-rolled through her heart. “He’s—I know he’s fucking Brie Ellison, and that’s not the part that bothers me—I mean, it bothers me, but it is Damien, so I’m not surprised. It’s just …” Celeste took a deep breath, cleared her throat, and gathered her thoughts. “I wanted to marry him, I really wanted to marry him, and now … I don’t understand how I could’ve been so wrong.” Celeste exhaled. She felt better just saying it, acknowledging that her marriage was a mistake.


  “You don’t mean wrong about the person that Damien is, do you?” Lydia asked.


  Celeste shook her head.


  “You mean so wrong about what you wanted?” Lydia asked:


  “Yes,” Celeste said softly. She had thought she really wanted the marriage. For two years she convinced herself (and Damien) that their marriage was what she had to have. But it was completely wrong. Celeste wondered how she could be so unaware of her own needs.


  “Cici, it’s so easy to lose perspective,” Lydia said. “They write stories in magazines about what kind of underwear you own. That is a little crazy.”


  “Yeah, maybe. I’m just surprised. I thought I knew myself, knew what I wanted, and when Damien said he was going back to set, it just clicked, you know. That this asshole is not the guy I can spend the next twenty years with.” She glanced across the table toward a surprisingly silent Jessica.


  “He’s a dumbass,” Jessica said and wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Brie can’t carry the film; I don’t care who he puts opposite her in the male lead. She doesn’t have an audience to support her.”


  “She’s cheap,” Celeste said, referring not to Brie Ellison’s tawdry nature but to her acting quote.


  “Not that cheap,” Jessica said as their waiter took the remains of their meals. “She got first-dollar gross points.”


  “What?! He told me she got a flat fee of a million.”


  “Jess, that can’t be right. She’s not a big enough star for first-dollar gross,” Lydia said.


  “It’s true,” Jessica said. “Damien pushed it through the studio, told them he wouldn’t make the film with anyone but Brie, and then her agent asked for one million up front and back-end first-dollar gross. I’m sorry, Cici, but I thought you needed to know.”


  The rage in Celeste’s body bubbled. Damien Bruckner was a liar, a cheat, and… her husband. Gross points! He’d convinced the studio to give his new tart gross points. Brie could make much more than Celeste’s $20 million quote with first-dollar gross points. The fucker.


  “No, you’re right, Jess,” Celeste said, tossing her blond mane. “It’s much better that I know. Maybe not so good for Damien, but much better for me.”


  


  Chapter 6


  Lydia Albright and Her Black Alexandra Neel Calfskin Pumps


  


  Lydia pulled her black Range Rover through the gates of Hollywood Forever Cemetery. The Disneyland of death. Here lay the heavy hitters of the past—Rudolph Valentino, Cecil B. DeMille, and Douglas Fairbanks; a Who’s Who of Hollywood history fertilized the perfectly manicured grounds. Now it was the final resting place for Weston Birnbaum.


  Lydia parked her car behind a long line of Mercedes, Bentleys, and BMWs. She picked up her three-inch black Alexandra Neel pumps from the passenger seat, wary of the high-heeled torture device. She hoped her feet hadn’t swollen on the way over from the studio; she couldn’t go barefoot to a burial.


  Lydia checked her lipstick in the rearview mirror, then set her cell phone to vibrate. It would be very bad form, even in L.A., to roll calls at a funeral (not that she hadn’t seen it happen).


  Lydia hated graveside services. Morbid reminders of a finite life. She slid into a chair and scoped out the scene. The service was total L.A. Multidenominational—first a rabbi spoke and then a minister from the Hollywood Church of Science. Betty Birnbaum (Weston’s first wife) and Elizabeth Birnbaum (his third and current wife) sat in the front row holding hands and crying. Weston’s three sons (two of them film agents and one a painter) sat next in the row, and finally Weston’s oldest and favorite child, his daughter, Beverly. A producer and former man-eater turned lesbian, Beverly had given Lydia her first real job in Hollywood (after Lydia’s failed attempt at acting) as a script reader at Weston’s production company, Birnbaum Productions. It’d been Beverly who told Lydia, “You know more about story structure than you ever will about acting. Stop starving and get smart. Come work for me.” Lydia took the job and never looked back. Maybe that was why Weston said yes to Seven Minutes Past Midnight. Well, that and the blow job.


  Lydia wondered what Bev would think about Lydia blowing Weston in the celebrity suite at the Four Seasons. Maybe she’d be surprised that it had taken this long for Lydia and Weston to rekindle their romance. There had always been a connection between them. In the beginning of Lydia’s career with Birnbaum Films, Weston gave Lydia pointers and helped her with story structure. He taught her how to get a studio to say yes to a film and begin writing checks. At the time, Weston was on wife number two and was twenty-five years Lydia’s senior. He kept trying to fix Lydia up with any one of his three sons. That never happened.


  Lydia and Weston’s original affair began just before Lydia left to produce her first solo film, a tiny independent called My Sad Silly Face. Lydia had found the script and cobbled together $2 million of financing (with Weston’s help, of course). One night Lydia was in Weston’s office, and when she leaned over his desk to look at a note he’d made on the script, he turned his face toward her—and kissed her. The magnetism was too intense to repel, and the affair went on for years. No one knew. They met in non-industry places. The affair wasn’t something they wanted to be an “open secret” for a number of reasons, not the least of which was Weston’s failing marriage to multibillionaire investment banker Oren Highley’s daughter.


  When the divorce was final, Weston came to Lydia with the biggest diamond she’d ever seen. It had to have been ten carats. He begged. He pleaded. He said she’d be happy forever. And, she thought now, she would have. But something … something—Lydia never really knew what—made her say no. And so they parted. Soon after came wife number three.


  It hadn’t been until recently, just two months ago, that Lydia and Weston reignited their affair. Neither was surprised that the passion still buzzed between them. The sex, although not as hot as the first time around (Weston was over sixty, after all), was exceptional.


  That evening at the Four Seasons, Weston had watched Lydia undress, his lustful eyes roving over her. First she removed her tight-fitting black slit skirt, then her white silk Donna Karan shirt. Weston barely blinked, his eyes never leaving her body. Finally, Lydia stood naked in black Versace stilettos. Weston told her to keep the heels on and get on top. Lydia happily complied. It was her favorite position. Halfway through the sex, he’d flipped her over onto the bed. His vigor surprised her and a small giggle escaped her lips.


  “Not bad for an old man,” Weston gasped out between pumps, the strain of wanting to come showing on his face.


  “Not bad at all,” Lydia whispered into Weston’s ear just before he climaxed.


  But Weston, Lydia knew, loved the ladies. And though his ticker could take Lydia, the gathering today was testimony to his heart’s inability to stave off the Asian twins. Lydia pulled a tissue from her Alexandra Ned lace-up bag. Trying to force herself to stop her free-flowing tears, she continued to survey the scene.


  Behind Weston’s two ex-wives and children sat five of the biggest stars in Hollywood. It was a lot of wattage. And in the middle of those five sat Cici.


  Celebrities liked to travel in flocks, perhaps a self-preservation tactic—protection against the agents who traveled in wolf packs. And there was the pack, seated directly behind the stars. The uber-agents. The four founders of ACA, the nine partners of DTA, and the president of CTA—all respectfully distanced from one another lest a fistfight erupt.


  Lydia glanced at Jessica, who pulled down her Dior sunglasses and winked at Lydia, tilting her head to the right. Lydia looked.


  There he was—Lydia’s leprechaun, Arnold Murphy, sat in the fourth row next to his minion Josanne Dorfman. Once a tremendously fat woman, Josanne had become a well-known anorexic-bulimic. It was rumored that she hadn’t eaten in three years, and that her stupidity was a direct result of her body feasting on her brain. Hollywood didn’t like ugly people (especially in the executive suite), and ugly people knew it—especially the ugly women. Josanne had stabbed and clawed to get as close to the top as she could; a former assistant of Arnold’s, she’d attached herself to this angry little man, riding in the sidecar of his success.


  “In God we trust in all things,” the minister droned on. Weston was a dedicated Jew, so Lydia wasn’t sure why a Catholic priest was speaking at the funeral. So L.A. Maybe next they’d read from the Kabbalah.


  Seeking comfort, Lydia shut her eyes and visualized the first day of production on Seven Minutes Past Midnight. The director, the actors, the set. She was deep into her meditation when she realized that the seat beside her was no longer empty.


  “I hate these things,” a gruff voice whispered in Lydia’s ear.


  Lydia opened her eyes. To her right sat a sandy-blond outdoorsy guy who looked as if he should be hiking in Big Sur instead of attending a funeral in L.A. Did she know this guy?


  “Jeff Blume,” he whispered and held out his hand. “We met years ago, when Weston had his production company and you were still working for him.”


  Okay. There were so many people she met since beginning her career in the film industry.


  “I was Arnold Murphy’s assistant,” Jeff continued. “I was there while you were both working for Weston.”


  “Oh, Jeff. I remember now,” Lydia whispered. “Were you there when …”


  “When the shit hit the fan? Oh, yeah … I was on the call.”


  Lydia muffled a giggle. It was all a little funny. Arnold here, celebrating Weston’s death and taking Weston’s job as president of Worldwide. Lydia making a movie that Arnold hated and Weston loved. And now this, sitting at Weston’s funeral next to Arnold’s former assistant who had been privy to the whole event that triggered Lydia and Arnold’s infamous feud.


  “You know he’s never forgiven me,” Lydia whispered.


  “Forgiven you?” Jeff cocked and eyebrow surprise on his face. “You’re kidding, right?”


  Everyone around them stood. The service was finally finished. Lydia turned to Jeff. “What do you do now? You obviously aren’t an assistant any longer.”


  “Acquisitions and distribution for Galaxy.”


  “I never realized that you were the same guy who was once Arnold’s assistant.”


  “Yeah, well, I try not to advertise. I hear you’re going into production. I love the final draft of Seven Minutes Past Midnight. Great writer.”


  “We got lucky. Found her writing. sample in the slush pile. Can you believe it? Never happens. You should come by set. We’re at Worldwide, stage thirty-six. Let me know, I’ll get you a drive-on.”


  “Love to. Good seeing you Lydia,” Jeff said.


  “You as well.” Lydia edged toward the Birnbaum family, where Celeste and Jessica stood waiting to speak with Beverly.


  “Who’s that hottie?,” Celeste asked and tilted her Versace sunglasses down to check out Jeff. “He looks like Redford when Redford was young.”


  “Jeff Blume,” Lydia said.


  “Acquisitions and distribution at Galaxy,” Jessica said while typing an e-mail on her BlackBerry. It was part of her job as an agent to know every “player” in town and where they were currently employed.


  “Yes, and Arnold Murphy’s former assistant,” Lydia said.


  “Not that Jeff Blume,” Celeste said.


  “The one and only,” Lydia said.


  “No wonder the little leprechaun can’t take his eyes off you, Lydia,” Jessica nodded in the direction of Arnold Murphy and Josanne. “I’m sure he thinks you’re plotting something. He’s such a paranoid freak.”


  “I’m going to need a drink after this,” Celeste said. “I hate funerals.”


  “I’m up for it.” Lydia pulled a tissue from her purse and again dabbed under her eyes. Why did she keep crying? Celeste wrapped a protective arm around Lydia and squeezed.


  “Fine,” Jessica said, scrolling through her e-mails on her BlackBerry. “Where?” She started tapping away.


  “Let’s do Spago for Weston,” Celeste said.


  They watched as the knot of people speaking to Beverly Birnbaum untangled. Six feet tall with closely cropped black hair, Beverly was a commanding presence. She’d inherited her father’s amazing taste in scripts and movies as well as his deep, infectious laugh. Beverly was also sincere and truthful; both qualities were unfortunately rare finds in the film business. She was one of Lydia’s favorite people in the industry.


  Celeste threw her arms around Beverly. “I’m so sorry.”


  “Thanks, Cici.”


  “He was so much damn fun! Look, I’m going to cry again,” Celeste said, pulling a tissue from her clutch.


  Beverly turned her gaze to Jessica, who’d discreetly slipped her BlackBerry into her purse. “Jessica, thanks for coming. I know you two could really go at it sometimes when you were negotiating a deal, but my dad had tremendous respect for you. He said there was never a better agent in this town. He loved how you fought for your clients.” She leaned in and hugged Jessica.


  “You know I loved him—we all did,” Jessica said.


  Beverly looked at Lydia. “I know.”


  Lydia looked at the ground, her emotions threatened to overwhelm her. Celeste gently took Lydia’s hand. “We’ll see you there, okay?” She and Jessica drifted away toward their cars.


  Lydia nodded. She didn’t know if she could speak. “Bev …” Her voice cracked. “I don’t know—” Lydia couldn’t hold back the flood of tears. Her chest tightened and finally the sobs she’d held so tight burst from within. It was too much. Everything.


  Beverly put her arm around Lydia’s shoulder and whispered into her ear. “He loved you. You were the one for him. I knew it the first day you came to the office. I’m just glad you two reconnected before all this.”


  Beverly did know. Maybe she’d always known. “Thanks,” Lydia said, wiping her eyes.


  “Here comes trouble,” Beverly said. She patted Lydia’s arm and nodded her head toward Arnold and Josanne, who wove their way toward them. “That little shit, I can’t believe he had the nerve to show. Especially after what happened. Listen, Lyd, you get Seven Minutes Past Midnight made no matter what Arnold tries to do. Dad loved that script. And let me know if I can help.”


  “You got it.” Lydia sniffled.


  “Call my office and schedule a lunch,” Beverly said as Lydia backed away.


  “I’ll have Toddy do it tomorrow,” Lydia said.


  Lydia walked to her car, wondering if she’d always feel so alone.


  Deafening silence greeted Lydia at the front door of her Mulholland Drive home. She’d long ago (perhaps the day she refused Weston’s marriage proposal) surrendered the shimmery thoughts of children, big holidays, a house bursting with chatter, music, and laughter; that life was a casualty to Hollywood combat. Lydia didn’t mourn the loss. Her success in film and the life she’d created for herself, although different from that of most women, were what she’d always wanted. But even knowing her choice was correct, every night when she came home the silence roared in her ears.


  Lydia climbed the curving staircase. The house was big for one person, but it was a tax write-off (according to her accountant) that she needed. She spent less than half her time here, sleeping five hours on a good night. The majority of her waking hours were spent in her bungalow on the lot, or on set, and set could be—anywhere in the world, for months at a time. No, this place wasn’t a home, it was a house. A big, cold house full of marble, granite, and stainless steel. She’d never had the time (or the right partner) to turn it into a home.


  She slipped her silk shirt off and let her skirt drop to the floor, thus creating the only mess in the entire ten-thousand-square-foot spread—a puddle of clothes at the foot of her bed. When she awoke in the noiseless morning, that testament to the house’s habitation would have been whisked away by Vilma as if by magic, wordlessly replaced by the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Hollywood Reporter, Daily Variety, and a carafe of hot coffee. The clothes would reappear in Lydia’s closet exactly three days later, freshly cleaned.


  Lydia shivered. The temperature in the house was fine, but she was cold. It’d been a long, emotional day. She climbed to the middle of her king-size bed (the trick to sleeping alone—take up the whole damn bed) and slid under her down comforter. She’d already cried … her tears were gone. Like Weston. All that remained were too-fresh memories of their rendezvous, both recent and long ago. She reached for the remote and aimed it at the plasma television hanging on the wall, but she didn’t want to watch TV. She dropped the remote on the bed. Lydia glanced around her bedroom, a tribute to a child-free lifestyle, all white and silk. Her gaze landed on the pile of scripts on the floor next to her nightstand. She could read. A lesson learned from both her father and Weston: Read, read, read. “Not enough people in this town read, you’d be surprised,” Weston had told her. “And the ones that actually read the scripts, well, they quickly rise to the top.”


  They were both right. It’d been that very pile from which Lydia had pulled Mary Anne’s script. Lydia smiled. Mary Anne was a bright spot. Like a hapless puppy floundering around on oversized paws, Mary Anne bounded through the preproduction unable to contain her excitement and enthusiastic grin. Her talent was undeniable. Within three pages of starting to read her script, Lydia had gotten the tingly sensation at the base of her spine brought on by what her sixth sense always told her was exceptional writing.


  That tingling sensation (aside from a good orgasm or a hit film) was the moment she lived for. She loved finding the great story. She knew it could pop up anywhere—an article, a book, a script, or a tale told to you in the doctor’s office. But the one commonality was the tingling sensation Lydia got when she stumbled onto the narrative that would support a film.


  “It’s a gift,” Weston had told her while she was working at Birnbaum Productions. “Not everyone has it. Most of them are guessing, flying in the dark. Use it, don’t overthink it. You know, your dad had it, too.”


  So her high cheekbones and dark hair weren’t the only things that Norton Albright passed down to her. She rolled toward the nightstand and reached for the light, flipping off the switch, then settled back into the bed, pulling the comforter up around her neck.


  She listened for a sound, any sound. The house settling, the wind blowing, a board creaking … but there was nothing. Silence. As silent as a tomb.




End of sample
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