Watch Him

The thing about out-of-town girls is they still believe the signs.

Los Angeles trains that out of you pretty quickly, but if you’ve come in from somewhere cleaner,
somewhere more literal, you still look at a valet stand that says FULL and imagine that means
the night has already made its decision. You still think ropes are ropes. You still think a hostess
saying forty-five minutes means forty-five minutes. You still think a side door is just a side door,
and not a question disguised as architecture.

Gemma’s friend still believed the signs.
That was part of what made the whole thing so entertaining.

It was a Friday night, not one of our Tuesdays. Tuesdays belonged to people who understood
cities. Fridays were for appetite in public. Fridays at Bar Marmont were louder, more crowded,
more decorative, full of women pretending to be surprised by attention and men pretending they
weren’t working while they arranged the next two hours of their lives through expressions so
slight they thought nobody could read them. It was the kind of night amateurs imagine Los
Angeles always is.

Gemma liked Fridays well enough, but she loved them when she was with me.
She did not just like me. She liked the way the city behaved around me.
There’s a difference.

Some women like money. Some like beauty. Some like status in its most obvious forms, a hard
watch, a private jet, a man whose name changes the air in a room. Gemma liked movement. She
liked correction. She liked seeing the world revise itself in our favor without anybody having to
say out loud that a revision had just taken place. She liked the private side of privilege, the part
that looked like nothing at all if you didn’t know what you were seeing.

Her friend was another story.

Pretty girl. Sharp enough, but still new to Los Angeles in the right way. Her face had not yet
learned how to hide amazement. I liked that about her immediately. There is something restful
about a person who still reacts honestly to a thing. She had the kind of expression people wear
when they’ve heard a lot about the city but are still waiting for the city to prove it.

Bar Marmont was a good place for that.

We pulled into the valet lane and the place looked exactly how it should have looked on a Friday:
packed, glowing, half-chaotic in that expensive way chaos gets when people are paying not to
notice it. Cars were being waved off. The signs were up. FULL. VALET FULL. Something in
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that family of language that is really only meant for people who do not understand how places
work.

Gemma’s friend leaned forward a little from the back and looked at the lane, then at the stand,
then at me.

“What are you doing?” she said. “You can’t go there.”
I didn’t answer right away because I was watching the stand.

The first valet on me was a younger guy, competent enough, doing exactly what he was supposed
to do with the information he had. He put his hand up, gave me the polite version of not tonight,
and started to gesture me along.

That was when Gemma smiled.
Not at him. At her friend.
“Watch him,” she said. “He’s amazing.”

It did something to me every time she spoke about me that way. Not because I needed the praise.
I already knew what I could do. But there is a pleasure in being seen correctly by the right
person, and Gemma had a gift for making admiration sound like fact.

The boy at the stand was still doing his job.
Then Frank looked up.

Frank had been working Bar Marmont long enough to understand the difference between a car
and an arrival. He was the head valet, or close enough to it that the title didn’t matter. He saw the
car first, then me, and the whole thing changed in the span of half a second. He stepped forward,
said something to the younger valet, and that was the end of the rule.

I never had to negotiate.
The first valet just didn’t know yet. Frank did.

There are moments in Los Angeles when you can feel the system correcting itself in your favor.
It is one of the sweetest sensations the city offers, not because it feels grand, but because it feels
so clean. A no becomes an of course without anybody having to make a scene of the
transformation.

We were 1in.

Gemma’s friend was already looking at me differently, though she didn’t yet realize the better
part was still coming.

She started to shift as if she were about to get out and head toward the front entrance like a
normal person. That was when Gemma took her gently by the arm.
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“No,” she said. “This way.”

The friend looked at her, then at the front, then at the side of the building with the kind of

uncertainty people wear when they are about to learn something they didn’t know they wanted to
know.

I got out, handed things over, and let the women move ahead just enough for me to enjoy the
second surprise on the friend’s face.

We did not go in through the front.
That was the whole point.

The front entrance at a place like Bar Marmont on a Friday is not an entrance so much as a
performance of an entrance. It is for arrivals that need witnesses. It is for people who still think
visibility is the highest form of access. The real movement, the smooth movement, the
movement meant for people who do not need to ask the room for permission to exist, happens
elsewhere.

Gemma was already smiling by then because she knew what was coming next.

Inside, the place was exactly as overcrowded as her friend must have feared it would be. Bodies
everywhere. Too much perfume, too much sound, too much heat gathered in one expensive
room. The kind of crowd that makes most people instinctively start looking for a hostess, a
manager, a girl with a tablet, somebody who can tell them where they are allowed to belong.

We looked for none of those things.
We walked.

That was what stunned her friend most, I think. Not that we got in. The city had already started
to bend once Frank looked up. No, what got her was the certainty of the next movement. We
came through the side and walked directly across a room that was too full for reason, too busy
for explanation, too expensive to admit randomness, and we went straight to a table that already
had RESERVED sitting on it like the word had been waiting for us personally.

No one directed us.

No one stopped us.

No one asked a question.

The best magic in Los Angeles is the kind that arrives looking like ordinary operations.

Gemma slid in first with the comfort of a woman who had long ago decided she belonged in all
the places she most enjoyed. I followed, and her friend sat down with that lovely expression
some people get when they are trying to remain composed in the presence of a private miracle.
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Then the champagne came.
That was the part that finished her.

Because we had not yet spoken to a waitress. We had not ordered. There had been no visible
conversation, no little flurry of correction, no host leaning down to confirm, no stage business at
all. One moment we were seated, the next there was champagne arriving with the kind of
inevitability that makes people who are new to Los Angeles briefly suspect they may have
misunderstood the entire operating system of the city.

The champagne came before the explanation did.
Gemma laughed softly to herself, which was one of my favorite sounds in the world then.

Her friend looked from the bottle to me, then to Gemma, then back to me as if she was waiting
for the reveal, the punchline, the moment one of us explained that there had been a call ahead, or
a reservation under another name, or some trick simple enough to reduce what had just happened
to logistics.

There was logistics, of course. There is always logistics. People who talk about magic in this
town usually mean they arrived late to somebody else’s preparation. But explanation is not the
same thing as reduction. The friend didn’t need the mechanics. What she needed was the feeling,
and the feeling had landed exactly right.

“This is crazy,” she said finally.
Not crazy. Just Los Angeles correctly handled.
I smiled and poured.

Gemma was watching me in that way she had when she was pleased not only by the result, but
by my place inside the result. That mattered more to me than the friend’s amazement. The
amazement was fun, but Gemma’s pleasure had intimacy in it. She liked the side doors, the
corrected lanes, the table that was somehow already there. She liked the sense that being with me
meant the city did not have to be approached in the ordinary way.

She liked, maybe most of all, that I never acted surprised when it happened.
That was part of the seduction.
I did not treat access like a miracle. I treated it like fluency.

There is something deeply reassuring to a certain kind of woman about a man who does not need
to posture when the world opens for him. Not because he is humble. Humility had very little to
do with it. Because he is at home in the opening.

We sat there while the room performed itself around us.
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Girls drifted past in expensive little dresses and complicated expressions. Men leaned too hard
into laughter. Somebody near the bar was pretending not to notice somebody else. A table in the
corner was either celebrating or imploding. Fridays in Los Angeles always carried that same
nervous electricity, as if half the city was trying to seduce the other half without admitting
seduction was taking place.

Gemma loved that current. Not from a distance. She liked being in it. More than that, she liked
being in it with me, liked the fact that the room could be crowded, overfull, difficult, already
decided in everybody else’s mind, and still somehow revise itself once we arrived.

That was one of the things I gave her.
Not just entry.

Confidence in entry.

Confidence in the city.

Confidence that no did not always mean no, that a line was sometimes only scenery, that the
front was not the point, that if I was with her the night had more than one version available to it.

You can do a lot to a woman with that feeling.
Her friend was still absorbing it.

She looked around once more, then back at the table, then at the champagne, then at Gemma, as
if trying to decide whether she had just witnessed power, luck, or some species of social
witchcraft she had not known men were capable of.

Gemma caught her looking and smiled.
“I told you,” she said.

Watch him.

That stayed with me.

Not because I needed to be told who I was, but because on nights like that she made me feel the
shape of my own life more clearly. She enjoyed what I could do in the world, yes, but more than
that, she enjoyed the elegance of how I did it. The lane. The correction. The side door. The table.
The champagne. The whole thing had a rhythm to it, and she had the taste to hear it.

That was rare.
A lot of women like the result.
Gemma liked the route.

And the best part was not getting in.
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It was watching her enjoy how we got there.
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