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To Thea—
The faithful name beside mine on the marquee
Always a FADE IN, never a FADE OUT
My choice date to the movies
Forever and beyond the credits
And to the city of Los Angeles
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Although several historical events and figures are referenced in this novel, select dates and circumstances have been altered or fictionalized for narrative purposes. Historical accuracy is not intended. This novel is not a factual social or political history and should not be read as such. It represents one hyper-sensitized interpretation of the spirit of the times depicted. Celluloid Strangers is a work of fiction that revolves around a modulation of realities and possibilities. I hope you will come to your own conclusions.
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PROLOGUE: FADE IN
___________________
June 1988 — Balboa Island, California
—Why do you want to know about my younger brother? I didn’t think he was remembered.
—I’m interested in Simon. Lots of people are, Mori.
—Listen, kid, lots of people are interested in lots of different things.
—You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to. I know you weren’t close.
—We were close; some people just have a different kind of close.
—You were his brother, maybe you could tell me more than I’ve found.
—I still am his brother. If you want to know about Simon, watch the pictures he wrote.
—I have, many times. But I want to know who he really was.
—Then you haven’t watched them correctly.
—Maybe we could start easy. Do you remember this clip from the Hollywood Reporter?
—Wow, where did you find this?
—I’ve done research. But I want to know who the blacklisted writers really were.
—It’s a good picture of Simon. You know something, I don’t have any snaps of him; the few I did got burned up.
—In the fire in forty-eight?
—You know about that, huh? My twin brother, Benny, would have said you got smarts. Can I keep this?
—Sure. I also have the Sunrise Studios publicity photo when he signed his first contract.
—I don’t even want to hear where you’ve found this stuff. About once every year I get a telephone call from a film student like you wanting to read Simon’s screenplay they took away. Drives me crazy. I think the reason I said okay to talking with you is because you didn’t ask to see that. I never saw it myself.
—You said you didn’t think Simon was remembered.
—You know what I meant.
—Simon’s screenplay won’t be declassified for sixty years.
—We’ll both be in the ground by then.
—So, what about the article? Is it true?
—Do you know how many times I’ve been asked that? I don’t have some crystal ball that can see into what was going on in Simon’s head. He’s dead. Hey, how have you seen his pictures? Do they show them at your university? I thought none of them were on video.
—I’m a collector. You meet people; you trade.
—You’re from Los Angeles, aren’t you?
—Reseda. How’d you know?
—Same reason I knew you weren’t Jewish. When I was your age nobody was from Los Angeles, we were all from other places, and that meant we were trying to get rid of things, not keep them around to collect dust. I haven’t seen any of Simon’s pictures since they were in the cinemas.
—You haven’t seen any of your younger brother’s films since 1948?
—Not one. Can you bring those videos over with the publicity photo next time?
—Now you sound like a fan.
—I am, always have been. Did you know he didn’t like to have his picture taken?
—No. Makes sense, though. I’m still looking for a photo of him in the service. Why didn’t he like having his picture taken?
—I’m not really sure. But even when we were kids he didn’t like it.
—Back in Boston?
—Yeah, Dorchester. Sorry, I’m just talking your ear off. Don’t you have real questions? Shoot one at me.
—How did Simon feel about being blacklisted?
—He wasn’t blacklisted. He left. There’s a difference.
—It’s so strange to think it actually happened. Don’t you think, Mori?
—Christ. You young people are always so amused by history. It’s not hard to believe. I’m more amazed that you’re amazed it happened. Just because this is America doesn’t mean things are perfect. So, any real questions about my younger brother?
—Okay, what’s the key to understanding Simon?
—What do you think?
—Me? What do I think about Simon?
—Sure. No man is the same to everyone.
—Well, that’s why I wanted to talk with you. The research is hard to put together. Everything seems to contradict itself; people contradict each other. But I guess I would say his wife, May, is the key to understanding Simon.
—Interesting. I always thought the trick to understanding Simon was to understand his brothers. I can tell you lots about that.
REEL I
“The important thing about a lie is not that it be interesting, fanciful, graceful, or even pleasant, but that it be believed.”
—Dalton Trumbo
“they had come to California to die.”
—Nathanael West, The Day of the Locust
____________________
January 1948 — Los Angeles, California
Morris stared at the sun reflecting off the swimming pool’s surface, wondering what his fraternal twin brother, Benny, needed to see him about. 1938 had faded into 1948 the way a baby yawns; ten years without a word and just the day before the telephone rang.
The pool was clear, like recently cleaned coffee table glass. It was one of those Los Angeles Sundays that reinforced Morris’ conviction to never return to the concrete-sky winters of his childhood. The shadows of palm trees and sequoias in his Beverly Glen backyard collided on the tan patio tiles, creating borders for the ants and spiders that crept out from the rose bushes. A lawnmower from the neighbor’s yard diluted the radio news he had been listening to. The air smelled of fertilizer and the smoke from his Lucky Strike. His lips tasted of the scotch he was sipping.
Morris loved the pool more than the actual house, even though at thirty-five he still carried his childhood embarrassment from not knowing how to swim. As kids in Dorchester, Massachusetts, he and Benny had relieved themselves from the annual August heat by removing their shoes and dipping bare feet into the pond at Franklin Park. Now the pond was dried up, gone—never to be seen again. Morris had thought the same of Benny, until the day before.
When Morris first came to California he told himself that one day he would have a swimming pool of his own to dip his feet into. He now looked about this backyard and felt he had “made good,” as his father, Henry, might have said.
A turn of the wrist, a look to the new Bulova timepiece his wife, Helen, had given him just a month before for Christmas. Benny was late. Morris held his breath; hoped his brother might not show. The lawnmower stopped and the news from the large Philco radio box facing out the patio door could be heard clearly. Helen had bought the wood-sided Philco during the war, when Morris was away, but it still had perfect reception.
THE HOUSE UN-AMERICAN ACTIVITIES COMMITTEE, ALSO KNOWN AS HUAC, IS CONTINUING ITS PROBE INTO COMMUNIST SUBVERSION, CLOSING HEARINGS IN WASHINGTON AND MOVING THEM TO CALIFORNIA. TWO MONTHS AGO HUAC FOUND TEN HOLLYWOOD EMPLOYEES IN CONTEMPT. MOTION PICTURE INDUSTRY OFFICIALS CONTEND THAT IT IS NOT NECESSARY FOR HEARINGS IN LOS ANGELES. SUNRISE PICTURES HEAD, LOUIS B. KATZ, STATES THAT HE AND OTHER EXECUTIVES SUPPORT THE CONGRESSIONAL OUTCOME, THAT THE INDICTMENTS HAVE PUT THE ISSUE TO REST, AND THAT HIS AND OTHER STUDIOS CAN NOW CONTINUE WITH THE ENTERPRISE OF COMBINING GOOD PICTURE MAKING WITH GOOD CITIZENSHIP.
Morris looked to his drink. Empty. The news made him wonder about his younger brother, Simon, a contracted screenwriter with Sunrise. Mostly, the lawyer in Morris took over; he wasn’t really interested in Simon, he was curious to learn if his brother knew any of the ten indicted. He was certain his younger brother was no Red.
Another look to his wristwatch. Where the hell is he? Morris thought. He had no desire to see Benny, but he wanted him to be on time. Morris smothered his cigarette in the ashtray, took his empty glass and left the umbrella shade of the patio table to pour another drink inside, trying to recall anything about the last time he had been with Benny.
Ten years. It might as well have been ten decades. It had taken Morris a few moments to recognize his twin’s voice on the telephone the day before. The last time he had heard that voice was when Benny moved from Boston to Los Angeles in 1938. Benny had slept on the couch of Morris and Helen’s one-bedroom apartment on Wilshire Boulevard for two weeks, living out of a suitcase with three changes of clothes and a shaving kit. Their mother had been dead for years. There was nothing left in Boston. Benny had been the last of the four brothers to let go. When he arrived out west, Helen was working as a receptionist in an accounting office; Morris was finishing his law degree as a night school student. After two weeks, Benny said he had made contact with old friends from Dorchester and that he was moving. He didn’t mention where.
Morris knew who his brother had contacted and had said nothing. After that, the last Gandelman boy to move to California vanished. In the time since then Morris had completed law school and heard rumors about Benny; some he wanted to know, others he wished he had not. But he never saw his twin.
Morris went to the front room of the house, stopped and thought of how far he had come in ten years. He worked for almost nothing those first years out of law school and held to the idea that if he could just make a name for himself—a decent, respectable name—he would one day “make good.” When he had told Helen he was going to run for Los Angeles City Council five months ago, she was perplexed. She never thought her husband had a chance. No Jew—not even a lawyer who had taken his gentile wife’s surname—was going to be elected. She tried to conceal her frustration when Morris dreamed aloud: “If I make it to city council I can run for District Attorney, then State Legislature, maybe even Governor after that. If I become Governor, anything’s possible.” Helen admired her husband, but they were living in a two-bedroom with poor plumbing then. Still, she made telephone calls and passed out information literature on sidewalks after work, figuring that every man had something he needed to attempt. She rode the bus from neighborhood to neighborhood; going door to door in her best pin-dots on cinder red dress she bought at Bullock’s. She campaigned as if Morris was running for President of the United States.
When her husband won in November, she was shocked, but not as much as when the mayor announced that Morris G. Adams was to head the City Commission on Crime Enforcement.
This finally gave Morris the joy of telling Helen that she could quit her job. More than that, it gave him the respectability he had desired his whole life. He would have a reputation for being tough on crime. Helen kissed her husband and immediately informed him that he would be supporting somebody else as well: she was pregnant.
Three months later, just after 1948 arrived, Benny had called.
“Got your number from the telephone listings. I heard the good news,” Benny had said in a gravel-raked voice. “Congratulations, Mori. God, you’ve been married almost eleven years now. We were starting to get worried—no kids yet—thought there might be bad blood between you and Helen.” Benny laughed. Morris did not.
Morris had hung on how Benny had said, “we.” He did not want to speculate.
“It’s been a long time, Benny,” Morris had struggled to say.
“Long time, yes,” Benny had said. “We should see each other.”
“Sure. Maybe sometime in February.”
“No, Mori, we should see each other as soon as possible. You free tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow?” Morris had said, more to himself.
“Great, tomorrow it is.” And the clap of Benny’s hand on a countertop rang through the receiver. “I hear your new house has a swimming pool, is that right?”
Morris and Helen had bought the house two weeks before Christmas. They never thought they would ever be able to live in Beverly Glen. Baldwin Hills or Silver Lake had always been the practical foresight.
“Yes, we have a pool,” Morris had said.
“Big man now, that’s what you are, big man living in Beverly Glen. Who would have thought back in Dorchester that one day Mori Gandelman would have a pool? See you tomorrow at noon.” Benny hung up. He had not asked for directions to the house.
Morris had asked Helen to leave the home for the afternoon so that he could visit with his brother alone. She put on a yellow-flowered sundress, still trying to avoid maternity clothes, and called her friend Eileen to play cards in the park. Morris gave his wife money for a cab, and by eleven he was already changed into his swimsuit and a white bathrobe with the initials MGA stitched over the breast pocket.
Morris wasn’t the drinking type, though sometimes he had a cocktail with a colleague after work or a glass of wine at dinner parties. But never anything regular. He didn’t even like coffee. Today he went to the liquor cabinet beside the phonograph console in the front room, found the Old Crow scotch bottle that had been bought purely for appearances and poured himself another short glass over ice. He had not smoked since law school, but he lit another cigarette from the pack he had taken from Helen’s new carton, happy she had switched from Pall Malls to Luckies. He turned off the Philco that was giving the results of the UCLA basketball game, and returned to the backyard.
Sitting on one of the bamboo deckchairs, Morris looked to the swimming pool again. The surface was now like a photograph left out in the rain, the palm tree reflections sinking into the water. He watched a leaf fall from a sycamore, then float about the water breaking the image and finally drown to the bottom of the deep end. He tapped cigarette ash, wondered where Benny could be, looked down and was surprised to find that his second drink was already gone.
He returned to the front room for another. As he dropped ice into his glass, the house bell chimed, followed by the front door opening.
“Hello?” Benny’s voice echoed off the checkered hallway tiles.
Morris sighed. He set the bottle down.
Benny emerged into the mustard-toned wallpapered room, arms stretched out. “Mori!” he bellowed.
Morris forced a smile; shocked that Benny had aged so much in ten years. He did not look like a thirty-five year-old, he appeared more like a man in his fifties, with deep valleys of skin defining his jaw—one of the only physical features they shared. Benny’s hair was unusually patchy, but everybody loses something. Seeing his brother, Morris was surprised by how his heart beat faster.
“Benny,” Morris said pleasantly and held out his hand. He got a hug, taken aback by how his brother nearly drove the air from his lungs. With Helen, Morris hugged in a gentle manner. For Morris G. Adams, there was a great power in gentleness.
“Let me see my baby brother’s teeth,” Benny said, releasing Morris from the hug and squeezing open his brother’s mouth with a thumb and forefinger. It annoyed Morris that Benny still referred to him as “baby brother” when they were born only four minutes apart. The grip hurt Morris’ jaw. “Goddamn, look at those straight whites. Only kid in Dorchester with perfect teeth and not one trip to the dentist. Big man, that’s what you are.” Benny released the grip and smiled a mouth of crooked teeth and fillings.
“How about a drink?” Morris suggested, patting Benny on the shoulder. He poured two scotches and handed one to Benny.
“L’chaim,” Benny said, “to life.”
Morris raised his glass. “L’chaim,” he repeated, uneasy with the phrase, and they clinked glasses.
“Nice Christmas tree,” Benny said, looking to the corner of the room at the bare pine Morris had not gotten around to removing. “Gone completely goy on us, haven’t you?”
Morris paused. “You can change in the guest room. It’s down the hall to your left.”
“No need,” Benny said. Morris noticed that his brother had brought nothing with him but the charcoal suit he was wearing, shrugged and led them out back.
“Wow,” Benny said. “Not just a pool but rose bushes, a fence, grass. Everything.”
Morris sat at the umbrella-shaded table, lit another cigarette, proud for the moment. Benny sat across from him, reached into the pocket of his suit jacket and produced a cigar. Benny was sweating profusely, not bothering to dab his forehead or upper lip with a handkerchief. It was an unusually warm winter but not unbearable.
“Saw out front you’re driving a Continental. I still got the Roadmaster, but it beats a Packard any day.” Benny stretched. “Nice place, Mori. Even got a flagpole out front. Really nice, I mean it.”
“Thanks Benny, glad you could come by.”
“Me, too.” Benny allowed Morris to light his cigar with a match and puffed heavy, tweezed it between his thick fingers that were so unlike Morris’ slender ones. “Where’s Helen?”
“Oh, she asked me to say she was sorry she couldn’t be here. With the baby coming, her doctor appointments are more frequent.”
“On Sunday?” Benny puffed on his cigar methodically. “No problem, I’ll see her when the kid arrives. What do you think, boy or girl?”
Morris did not want his children to know Benny. But the baby talk was simple stuff. “Helen wants a boy. I keep telling her that as long as it’s healthy, has all ten fingers and toes, I’ll be happy. But she’s already buying little blue outfits.”
“I always imagined you with a bunch of daughters to spoil. But a son, let’s hope for it. Gotta keep the Gandelman name going.”
Morris dragged his Lucky, sipped his drink. “Adams,” he said, unsure whether he should have allowed Benny’s comment to drift away with the tobacco smoke. “The child’s last name will be Adams, not Gandelman.”
Benny stared at Morris, skin crinkled at his brow, showing hints of his childhood indiscretion that had eventually gotten him kicked out of high school and sent off to a reform school in Worcester. “Right, Morris G. Adams. How could I forget? I guess that middle initial is just to remind yourself who you really are. Nice name for a big man.” He took a quick cigar puff. “Do what you do, I can’t stop you. Guess big brother Joe is the only chance for Pop’s name to pass on. A real shame. You should meet Joe’s kids, two pieces of work. Probably their mother’s influence.”
Morris had not wanted to discuss their family. But it was expected. “You see Joe?”
“Once in a while, when I visit Pop at the store.”
Morris definitely did not want to talk about their father. “Simon, you see Simon?”
“Simon? Sure I see him.” Benny jiggled the ice in his scotch with a casual turn of his wrist then said, “He’s doing great, isn’t he?”
“Yes, I suppose he is.”
“Simon always had smarts. Have you seen that new picture he wrote?”
“No, I haven’t,” Morris lied. He took Helen to the movies once each week and they never missed a film Simon wrote. There was a certain pride Morris felt when the credits displayed Screen Play by Simon Gandelman, even if he no longer saw his little brother.
“Well, don’t see it,” Benny said. “If I didn’t know Simon, I’d swear the guy who wrote it was queer. Tell you the truth, Mori, I haven’t liked many of the pictures Simon writes. All they do in those movies is talk. I go to the cinema to see something happen. I like the whodunit pictures where you don’t find out who the person betraying the other guy is until the end. I give Simon ideas for movies all the time and he doesn’t listen. Just the other day I told him this idea.” Morris noticed how Benny still pronounced “idea” as “idee-er,” not having shed his Dorchester accent. Benny leaned forward. “There’s a regular guy, like me. He runs a restaurant, has a girl. But he owes a little something to this pal who did him a favor once. He tries to get out of it, so they take the girl, but he does what’s right. Big kiss at the end. Simon never puts a big kiss at the end, that’s why I don’t like his pictures. Everyone likes the big kiss.” He leaned back. “Actually, I did like that one picture he wrote when he got back from the war, the one with his girlfriend. That was somewhat like a whodunit. That girlfriend, she’s a heart-killer.”
“Simon’s still with Doris?”
“Yeah, the actress.”
“Are they getting married?”
“Simon, get married?” Benny let out a roaring laugh. “Come on, Mori, even you know Simon’s typewriter’s his real wife.”
“What about you, Benny? No special lady in your life?”
“Me? Nah, it ain’t in the cards.”
“Really? I always thought you’d be raising the next big league pitcher by now.”
Benny laughed. He was different from the way Morris remembered him, like a baseball that had been scuffed up yet still had strong stitches. But the laugh was the same.
“Nope,” Benny said, and tapped cigar ash into the tray between them. He fell quiet. “Well, there was somebody. Beautiful girl. We were gonna get hitched. But it didn’t work out.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Benny.” And Morris was sorry. For an instant he was looking at the Benny he once knew; the insecure kid who never had luck except when he would emulate Detroit Tiger’s Jewish slugger Hank Greenberg in stickball games.
“Yeah,” Benny said. “What are you gonna do? She…well…she passed away. She was special. Helen would have liked her a lot.”
“I’m sure we both would have.” Morris knew what “passed away” meant.
“Ach,” Benny said, stretching. “The dice don’t always roll the way you want them to.” He set his cigar to the ashtray rim. “I feel like a swim.” He stood. “Not everyone has a pool, big man.”
Benny kicked off his wingtips and removed his socks. Then he reached behind his back and produced a revolver; set it on the table beside his empty glass of scotch. As Benny slipped off his slacks Morris stared at the gun, realizing that the barrel was pointed right at him. He hadn’t seen a gun up close since they were teenagers, had sworn he would never hold one again after what had happened the only time he had on a chilly day on Kenstook Street in Dorchester.
“You know what kind of work I’m in. That don’t bother you, does it?”
Morris leaned back with his drink. “No, Benny.”
“Good.”
Benny draped his slacks over the deckchair and hastily removed his suit jacket. He unbuttoned his dress shirt, turned his back, and when he pulled the shirt off Morris gasped. The knife scar down Benny’s shoulder didn’t surprise him. Morris had been there when Benny got it. It was the rash and abundant quarter-size sores blanketing Benny’s skin. Morris had seen the same when prosecuting a prostitution case. He never dreamed that his own brother would have contracted syphilis.
Morris guzzled his scotch; the ice cubes cold against his lips. He heard a splash. Benny was wading in the deep end of the pool in only his underwear shorts, the sun making his olive-toned skin appear pale. Morris set down the empty glass, his hands shaking as he fumbled for another Lucky.
“Not coming in?” Benny hollered in that gravel voice.
“Nope,” Morris mumbled just enough for his brother to hear, the cigarette dangling from his thick, ice-chilled lips. He struck a match.
“Still can’t swim, huh? Hey, you should know that you have a leaf in your pool drain.” Benny then submerged himself under the water.
Morris turned from his brother gliding beneath the surface of the pool. There was that revolver pointed at him.
What on earth is he doing here? Morris wondered, feeling a bit drunk. They simply were not a family that kept in touch. The only brother he had seen recently was Simon, and that was two years ago. A crazed fan was obsessed with Doris and was convinced that she was his wife. Morris had gone to Los Angeles Superior Court, had a psychiatrist testify that the stalker, who had been appearing barefoot in Simon’s driveway every morning saying he would forgive Doris for having an affair with her “kike lover,” was patently delusional and posed a serious threat to the actress’ safety. A two-year restraining order was granted. Not a word after from Simon. Morris’ younger brother could have called any lawyer in town. Morris had always been perplexed as to why Simon called him since they had not spoken regularly after he told his younger brother where he was going to be during the war.
Morris kept staring at that revolver until a splash erupted and he heard Benny take huge breaths. Benny pulled his husky body out of the pool, rubbed his eyes with his fists. Morris put out the cigarette in the tray surrounded by his brother’s cigar ash. Benny approached the table and set the wet leaf that had been in the pool drain beside the revolver. He took one of the starched white towels Helen had set out. He wrapped the towel around his waist, put his shirt back on and left the front open displaying that rash and those sores Morris could not bear to look at. He sat at the table, took his cigar. “Your water stings my eyes. Next time I go to the YMCA. My eyes are all I’ve got. Shoot me if I ever lose my sight.”
Morris looked up from the revolver. The late stages of syphilis often resulted in blindness. But potential mental illness and eventual death were what should have been worrying Benny. It worried Morris.
“So,” Benny mumbled, puffing his cigar casually. “There’s more news you got besides the baby.” Benny began to rub his stomach, the nubs of his fingers gliding over those sores. “Now you’re heading this crime commission, big man.”
Morris looked to his brother across the table, the sunlight feathering the rose bushes behind him. Benny was three feet away and might as well have been on another continent. “What about it?” Morris asked, slipping his shaking hands under the table.
“It doesn’t look good, Mori. You know who I work for. You changed your name but you’re still who you are. A Jew heading this commission looks bad.”
“Since when does Meyer Moskowitz have an interest in the Jews?”
“Stop it! You wanna end up in a pine box, fine with Moskowitz, but you’re still my brother. If you weren’t related to me you’d be dead already.”
Morris held his breath, clasped his hands together. “I’m listening,” he said.
“This isn’t Dorchester. The rules don’t apply here. If you want rules, go back to Boston and slum it out with the guineas. This is California, get used to it.”
“What are you talking about, Benny?”
“What am I talkin’ about? California. Los Angeles. All that talk about Israel, getting our own country? Let’s hope. But the goyim will never let that happen. The smart money’s on California. Look at the pictures. Who runs all the studios? Jews. You think Simon could have written for the pictures back in Boston? We’re not just running the nickel houses anymore; we control the goddamn product. Hitler tried to exterminate us and we won. Millions of Americans go to the pictures every week. I’m not even in the movie business and I feel like I make them. This whole city is about the pictures. California is America.” Benny coughed, took a few puffs from his cigar and sighed. “But this crime commission business. It just doesn’t look good.”
“Benny, me being head of the commission doesn’t mean anything.”
“Bullshit!”
Morris knew that Benny was right. Heading the commission, at that very moment, in Los Angeles, might have seemed inconsequential, but it meant everything. It was only three years after the Nazi death camps had been exposed and plenty of Americans still believed that their sons had been sent off to die for Jews. There were even rumors that Pearl Harbor had been a Jewish orchestration to get America into the war, that there had been secret arrangements for Jewish sailors to be off their ships when Japan attacked. Morris was aware of the talk going around. Henry Ford’s four-volume edition of The International Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem was almost thirty years in publication and people still believed the entrepreneur’s assertion that the fraudulent Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zionwas authentic. The majority of the movie people HUAC had just indicted were Jews. And Mississippi Representative John Rankin had been equating Judaism to communism, pinpointing Hollywood as a bed of subversion. Morris going after Jewish criminals like Meyer Moskowitz represented many Jews’ worst fear: exposing what they didn’t want anyone to know.
“First thing tomorrow,” Benny said, “you tell them you quit."
Morris paused. “I can’t do that, Benny,” he said in a soft, almost effeminate voice. “This is what I’ve worked my whole life for.”
“You idiot. You think Moskowitz is gonna let you be a shande?”
“If you break the law it doesn’t matter what religion you are.”
“So, you gonna come after me, your own brother?”
Morris had not thought about that; he did not want to.
“Mori, we’ve got our own man to replace you on the commission. You resign and from now on you work for Moskowitz.”
Morris thought he would rather be dead. He did not want to know who they had in mind to replace him or how they would do it. “Benny, I’m a lawyer. Why would I possibly work for Moskowitz?”
“You and Simon got Mamma’s smarts; don’t act dumb. You know about Moskowitz and the studio trade unions. Big trouble’s coming. You resign and help us with the legal end. With what Moskowitz pays, you can buy a house with two swimming pools. Look around you, living here like a schnook if I ever saw one.” He smothered his cigar on the damp leaf, stood and began to dress. Morris stared at that gun until Benny’s hand reached out and picked it up.
Morris imagined himself associated with Moskowitz and being disbarred. Losing his law license would be equivalent to having his legs amputated. “Benny, I just can’t do this.”
Benny pursed his lips, that skin between his eyes crinkling just as it had when he was a boy and was about to pummel the kid from two tenements down who always pitched into batters’ faces during stickball games. “You have three days. But if I have to take care of business, that’s what I do.”
Morris gasped. “Benny, you’re my brother.”
“I expect to hear from you by Wednesday night, big man. Just remember, nobody’s forgotten what you did at Kenstook Street, and you sure haven’t forgotten who got you out of it even if you’re now living high here in Beverly Glen. You still have a debt to pay off. Give Helen my best.” And Benny left, leaving Morris under the shade of the umbrella at the table.
Morris did not tell Helen what had happened. For all his wife’s suggestions over the years for her husband to become closer to his family, she accepted that Morris had reasons for being distant. When she asked about Benny’s visit, Morris told her that a girl his brother had been engaged to had “passed away” and that he wanted to talk.
“You see,” Helen said. “He needs you. He could have called anyone, but he knew you would understand.”
Monday morning Morris did not know what to do. He could not tell Helen the truth, so he got ready for work. After finishing his eggs and toast while speed reading the Los Angeles Times, he kissed Helen on the cheek, patted her stomach, and left. The moment he stepped out the front door of the house he noticed that his Lincoln Continental was parked on the right side of the driveway. Morris always parked on the left.
No, he thought, I have until Wednesday night. He opened the auto’s door, tossed his leather briefcase to the passenger seat and slipped the key into the ignition. Morris stopped just before turning the engine over, seeing his pregnant wife standing in the window waving goodbye as she removed her apron, the morning sunlight falling on her high Irish cheek bones and the stucco exterior of the house. He waited until she went back into the kitchen then stepped out of the auto.
Morris opened the hood. Everything looked normal. He got into the auto, again slid the key into the ignition but could not bring himself to turn the engine over.
After telling Helen that the Lincoln’s battery was dead and to call the mayor’s office to say he would be late for work, Morris walked to the bus stop. At least he did not have to worry about Helen using the auto since she did not know how to drive. But he did call her repeatedly from work that day.
“Morris,” she finally said during their fourth conversation, “we have another six months to go until this baby arrives. It’s sweet that you’re concerned, but you’re going to drive me crazy if this becomes a habit.”
The next day the Continental was moved for the second time, now back to the left side of the driveway, and Morris once again took the bus to and from work. But Wednesday morning he stood in the driveway and saw his auto moved for a third time. Morris could not even step to the front lawn where the flagpole was flying the stars and stripes, nobody in the neighborhood except Helen knowing what he actually did during the war. He had a vision of the auto exploding and Benny, of all people, putting his rash and sore-covered arms around Helen to console her at the funeral.
Morris looked behind him and saw his pregnant wife in the kitchen window, her strawberry blonde hair in a bun as she washed the plate he had eaten his pancakes from at the sink. He wanted to be a hero, like in the pictures, but seeing Helen he could not. He went back inside the house to call Benny, only to find he did not have a number.
The operator was no use; Benny was not listed. Calling the police was out of the question; he might as well have hanged himself from one of the neighborhood palm trees if he did that. Helen believed Morris was not feeling well and was working from home. Just as he was prepared to tell his wife everything, even tell her what he had done at Kenstook Street many years before, the telephone rang.
“Morris sweetie, it’s Benny,” Helen called out. When Morris reached the kitchen he could hear Helen say, “I’m so sorry, Benny. She must have been quite special; I wish I had known her. You should come over for supper some time.” She handed her husband the telephone, saying, “That poor man,” as she left the kitchen.
Morris waited, listening to his twin brother’s heavy breathing through the receiver.
“Well,” Benny finally broke the silence, “did you make up your mind? I wasn’t gonna call, but I want to know if I need to say goodbye.”
“Okay, I’ll resign.” Morris was relieved to say it.
“Good. You’re doing the right thing, Mori. After you quit the commission tomorrow morning, come to the Copeland Club on Fairfax. Be there at eleven. Oh, tell Helen I’d be delighted to come for supper some time.” Benny hung up, not saying goodbye.
Morris placed the receiver back on the wall-hold as if it was a piece of Helen’s good china and looked down to the peach-toned marbled kitchen linoleum that reminded him of a rash covered with sores. He had no idea what he was going to tell his wife.
THE CINEASTE
Simon Gandelman faced the bathroom mirror, adjusted the knot of his necktie and attempted to get May Park out of his head for the moment. He did not have to be at the studio for another two hours. He knew he was among the lucky ones. He came back from the war and readjusted as if he had never been gone.
His oldest brother Joe had rolled his eyes when Simon visited after being honorably discharged from the Army. “Writing for the pictures again?” Joe had said. “Grow up and get a real job.” Two months later Simon had signed a new seven-year contract with Sunrise Pictures.
For three years Simon had been writing for the studio again, falling back into the same routine from before the war. Now all he could think of was that he had four years until he could be free. Simon thought his name was worth something. That was the one value he took from his father.
“A man can always lose his money,” Henry Gandelman would say, “but he should never lose his name.”
Simon honored his contract. But he now wanted something else. While other contracted writers bought homes with swimming pools in Holmby Hills, Simon rented a two-bedroom Beachwood Drive bungalow, adhering to his belief in ending private property ownership. From his home there was a view of the HOLLYWOODLAND sign. The sign had been left derelict for years and just the previous October the “H” had crashed down in a windstorm. The Hollywood Chamber of Commerce was now shouting that the sign was a historic landmark after they put the “H” back up. They wanted to renovate it, said the future upkeep would be cheaper if “LAND” was removed. Simon could think of more important causes to spend the money on, but this was Los Angeles, where priorities often had their own logic.
He was showered and dressed by seven o’clock, his raven-black hair slicked straight back with olive oil. His father claimed a olive oil was the source of keeping his own hair and Simon was seeing that he might be inheriting baldness. His brother Benny had recently been showing horrifying patches of bare skin, but that was another matter.
Simon was well aware of the privilege of not having to arrive to the lot until nine o’clock, even though studio head Louis B. Katz never had his chauffeur drive his Bentley through the studio gate until ten at the earliest, then left by four to play golf at Hillcrest Country Club. Still, Simon had to give Katz some credit for the amount of work the man accomplished in those few hours. It took a certain amount of purpose and cruelty to run a studio.
The knot of his tie perfected, Simon walked into the front room and saw Doris in her silk bathrobe and pink, feathered high-heeled slippers, plain-faced without makeup, sipping what Simon hoped was her first Bloody Mary of the morning and reading the Times. It was difficult for him to assess when Doris was actually drunk.
“More news about the possible studio trade unions striking,” she said. “You think it’ll happen before the election this coming spring?”
“Who knows?” Simon said. Doris did not need to know everything. She already knew enough, even if it had nothing to do with what he really did every morning for an hour before work. For all she knew, Simon was an FDR Democrat, not having a clue that the late, revered president had been nothing more than an aristocrat to him.
“Yeah, I don’t care either.” Doris dragged her Pall Mall and dropped the newspaper to the hardwood floor. “You better put your vest on.”
“Not until I leave,” he said, cold.
Katz demanded that all contracted writers wear three-piece suits on the lot. The studio head despised the sight of suspenders. The tie Simon was wearing today was a gift from Doris for the praise that the most recent film he had authored, The Fire Affair, was receiving. But Simon knew what such gifts represented. She had no idea that he had little leverage anymore when it came to casting.
Doris LeDoux was born Rebecca Silverbloom. At her first Sunrise screen test two years before, she looked like a naive Midwestern girl’s cheap idea of glamour and sophistication. With her plastered red lipstick and costume jewelry she was a poor parody of a magazine cover.
Her screen test was terrible, but Simon pulled aside producer Stanley Rotte and said, “I see something. Check out the smile, Stan. Imagine her as a blonde instead of a brunette. Look at those eyes. I see potential.”
The truth was that Simon was hopelessly attracted to Doris. She was signed to a three-film contract and two months later she moved into Simon’s Beachwood Drive home.
Simon was tired but managed a smile, then walked to the bay window where Doris was sitting on the red velvet loveseat looking out over the sloping hills leading down to Los Angeles.
“Just make sure to put on your vest before you leave,” she said. “I don’t want to deal with one of your moods when you get home. Oh, I almost forgot. Boo Miller from Creative Management and Consulting called while you were in the shower. Said something about a delay on your next royalty check for The Fire Affair.”
Simon knew his agent wasn’t calling about a check delay. Simon was always paid through CM&C or the Screen Writers Guild. It had actually been the SWG that Simon and Boo had argued about on the telephone the day before.
“Listen to Boo, baby. Start lunching at Musso & Frank on Hollywood Boulevard, that’s where all the writers chow. Just expose yourself and let Boo do the talking. Nobody in this town speaks for themselves. Don’t make wrong moves, Simon. If you’re humiliated you don’t just hurt yourself but me and this agency.”
“I’ll be in my study,” Simon said, looking at the ivory skin of Doris’ arm that once aroused him.
“Be careful with what you do in there,” she said. Simon paused, but then thought little of the comment. “Coffee’s already made.”
In two years Simon had not brewed his own coffee once. Doris was an insomniac, just like him. They often made love at night and, minutes after, Simon would be in his study typing and she staring out the window, looking for hours at the city lights, dreaming of being in a picture again.
He poured himself coffee and went to his study. He shut the door. Alone. Finally.
When Simon was now with Doris in public he found himself walking ahead of her—distancing himself even though everyone knew they were together. If she found out about May Park, the twenty-two year old Party member he was sleeping with, the one who edited the Weekly Worker, he feared she might kill herself. He still did not know how to feel about May though, hoped that later that night something would be decided. Simon was only thirty, but Doris would still call him a cradle-robber if she knew what was going on. He was certain she did not.
Doris was more delusional than the fan who had stalked her two years before. After the success of her first film, she immediately thought of herself as a star. Two years later she was a has-been. Simon really did pity her, though. She had not received a casting call since wrapping the interior scenes for her second film, an unmemorable monster picture catering to Katz’s fascination with the immigrant outsider. She had no idea that first film was a success solely because it was a cheap whodunit. The public ate it up, but Simon had been wrong about her potential. She could not act her way out of an abridged junior high school production of Romeo and Juliet. Her every scene required at least fifteen takes. No dialogue coach could help. The studio was not taking chances on Doris after the monster picture flopped, even in the fly-over states. Now she lounged about the house, always having dinner ready for Simon when he did and did not return home for it.
Simon had learned that going to the pictures and making them were not related. Hollywood was the new American religion and actors and actresses the new gods and goddesses. People like Katz treated these deities like lucrative commodities. Celluloid heroes could be replaced. But occasionally a product came along that was worth keeping. Simon had become one of those commodities the studio was determined not to let go, and he knew it.
Six months ago he had thought he could expose Doris to the part of his life that was most important. He started the conversation with a simple suggestion. “You should become a volunteer high school drama teacher. Make a difference.”
Doris’ response confirmed to Simon that she was no longer living in the world he knew. “I’m a star!” she had screamed.
It was worse than her boredom when he had taken her to the narrow public stairway between Vindome Street and Desconso Drive in Silver Lake to see the location where Laurel and Hardy’s The Music Box was filmed. He abandoned all hope of ever having her share his life, the part May Park seemed to satisfy every time she was close enough for him to smell Palmolive on her hands.
Lately Simon had realized that all of Doris’ reference points were not from life itself, but from pictures. Just the week before, when they were in bed, she said, “Tonight was just like Trusted Neighbor where the girl reunites with her lover and says, ‘Primal nature binds us more than our differences.’” Simon was startled. Doris had quoted from one of his own scripts.
He set his coffee beside his typewriter and examined the ribbon. He wouldn’t need to change it for another day. He turned to see that the study’s door was closed and then opened the closet, pushed back the boxes he had never cared to unpack from his life before the war, and dialed the combination to the safe he kept. Left, right, left. Click. The safe opened. Resting inside was his unfinished screenplay titled Sons of the Soil, his notebook with his scribbled blueprint for the story, and a worn leather-bound copy of The Communist Manifesto. He took all three to his desk, wishing he had the Underwood Number 5 typewriter he used at the studio and not this one.
As he sat, he glanced to the framed photograph on his bookshelf. The picture was of Simon with his three brothers, none of whom had served in the war. It was taken on the doorstep of their parents’ tenement in Dorchester. Simon had been dressed in short pants. It was the last time they had all been in the same place at once. He turned to his typewriter. Carefully, he rolled in a fresh sheet of paper then took the manuscript.
For one hour every morning, Simon Gandelman did something for himself. That was the deal he had made with his conscience. The studio films he wrote were assembly line jobs. Sunrise could have him during the day; his allegiance was bound to the Party at night. And one hour every morning was his alone.
Simon had developed a reputation for proficiency at Sunrise. He could be given the gist of a serial plot on Monday, or just a loose concept, and have a script ready Friday afternoon. The studio made fifty to sixty films every year, not including the serials, and Simon wrote faster than anyone. Most of these releases were “wastebasket productions,” cocktail films with ballroom dances and champagne-induced love scenes, swashbucklers with minuscule plots; crime capers and mysteries where the writer only had to be sure the hero came out on top. But every contracted writer was also expected to be working on prestige scripts. The studio made three to five of these every year. Being awarded a green light for one was like getting the members at Hillcrest, the Jewish-built country club, to hold a Hanukkah party instead of taking photographs every December in front of the gargantuan Christmas tree that was annually displayed in the lobby. However, Simon had gotten three of his prestige films made, one every year since the war, an unheard-of achievement. All it took was speaking the same language as the people pulling the strings.
“Look,” Simon would say to Mickey Caplan. “I got this quality script. I’ll be up front, it’s probably not gonna make money. But the intellectuals, the critics; this is their cotton candy. Big social statement stuff. The studio will get a lot of credit for making it. I was toying with turning it into a novel, but it feel right for the screen.”
It was never Simon saying it might receive acclaim; it was that he was thinking of turning it into a novel. Simon despised the novelists contracted to Sunrise. He did not drink and, to him, calling a person a novelist was simply a polite way of referring to a drunk. While under contract, everything he wrote was the intellectual property of Sunrise. But there were already rumors about what the studio was going to have to offer Simon to stay, especially if he was courted to jump to another lot. And his latest penned prestige project, The Fire Affair, was a critical success.
Simon cared about his prestige pictures to a certain extent, but it was his masterpiece-in-progress that held his passion. Once finished, he intended to bankroll the project with his own money and use his Party member friends to create a story that nobody had ever imagined. He may have been able to produce a Sunrise screenplay on demand, but this would grow organically. It was slowly taking shape; a love story based on the Manifesto. Censorship was nonexistent in his study, but he was convinced he was going to only write garbage today.
Simon needed inspiration. He opened the Manifesto and read the first line his eyes fell upon. “Hitherto, every form of society has been based, as we have already seen, on the antagonism of oppressing and oppressed classes.” A sip of coffee, a lit Chesterfield between his lips. He adjusted his rimless eyeglasses and began to type:
EXT. KENSTOOK STREET IN DORCHESTER, MASS. -- MORNING
MED. SHOT -- BOY walks out of a diner. He wears muddy work boots, carries a metal lunch box and thermos. As he turns toward the bus stop he collides with a wholesome young GIRL. She is knocked to the ground. Her schoolbooks litter the sidewalk as men in suits step over them with polished shoes. BOY helps her up, hands her the books.
BOY
I’m sorry for not seeing you.
GIRL
You should be, knocking into a girl on her way to school and touching me with those filthy hands.
BOY
Now look here. I said I was sorry. Be lucky you get to go to school. Some of us don’t have that luxury.
CLOSE SHOT -- Her eyes show she is curious.
GIRL
How old are you?
BOY
Seventeen.
GIRL
We’re the same age. Shouldn’t you be in school as well?
BOY
I don’t have your privileges. School isn’t free. In America nothing’s free.
GIRL
But America is the land of the free.
BOY
Free? I work at the shipyards moving stuff, things bought and sold and thrown away when they can’t be used anymore. That’s what we are -- stuff. Run along to school. But remember that all those words you read in books are nothing but lies. Sorry for bumping into you.
Simon stopped typing and put out his cigarette. He thought the character was lying. He thought of all the people he had lied to in his life. And then there was May Park. He had never lied to her, and he wondered why. He did not want to think of her right now, but he was. He had to keep his head in the writing, finish the morning.
MED. CLOSE SHOT -- BOY winks and smiles. BOY walks away from GIRL toward bus stop.
“Simon!” Doris’ voice broke his concentration. “I’m going to take a bath, come get me if I’m called for casting. Oh, I forgot to tell you to put your vest on.”
Nobody was going to telephone her. And her not remembering that she had already told him to wear his vest was a sign that it had not been her first Bloody Mary. He took a sip of coffee, lit another Chesterfield and looked to his wristwatch. Sigh.
CLOSE SHOT -- GIRL stares at BOY as he departs. By her eyes it is clear she is taken by him. She looks to her books then drops them in a trash bin outside the diner. She sprints after BOY. She reaches him and
“Simon!” Doris’ voice came again. He stamped out his cigarette, ready to shout back for her not to disturb him. “Simon!” he heard again, this time more of a scream. He looked to his wristwatch again. That would have to be enough. He already knew he couldn’t use what he had put to the page. He pulled the sheet from the typewriter, put it at the end of the manuscript and returned all the items to the safe.
He went to the front room to find Doris still in her bathrobe and slippers, staring out the bay windows. He stepped behind her, pushed her aside and saw why she had called for him. The same man that Simon’s brother, Morris, had arranged a restraining order for was now standing barefoot in the driveway shouting, “Doris, you are still my wife! I forgive you for being seduced by your kike lover!”
“My god,” Simon said softly. “The restraining order expired.” And it then occurred to him that he had been with this woman for two years of his life.
“You see,” Doris said, smiling. “I told you I’m still a star.”
COMPANY TOWN
Simon drove into Culver City in his Chrysler Highlander with the top down passing between barley fields like an ant caught in sunlight burning through a magnifying glass. Doris kept the rearview mirror turned to her in the passenger seat, applying lipstick and resituating strands of her hair.
“Can’t you go faster?” she snapped, her reflection pressed to the visor mirror.
Doris had not been to the Sunrise lot in almost a year. Simon was in no rush, particularly after an hour of dealing with the LAPD and watching Doris’ admirer cuffed and dragged into a black and white.
Simon hit the gas, bolted the Highlander, then hit the brakes when he came to a light he could easily have run, jolting Doris back to the Scots plaid upholstery. He didn’t listen as she shouted at him and dabbed her lips with a tissue. He turned away, catching a glimpse of Temple Beth Israel, the synagogue run by Rabbi David Marcus, who specialized in converting gentile women for Hollywood elite who divorced their first wives. Simon thought of Jack Thallman, who once described the building as the most expensive magic shop in North America.
“You have a green light,” Doris said, and Simon gunned the convertible.
Simon had met Jack Thallman in Dorchester. Thallman was the kind of guy every high school boy wanted to be. Tall, light brown hair, blue eyes, gifted at both academics and athletics. By contrast, Simon was unpopular, slightly built, wore eyeglasses, had delicate fingers for a man, and spent the majority of his after-school time either helping out his father in the store on Darkwell Street or editing the school newspaper.
Every issue of the Central Dorchester Gazette contained a student-contributed personal piece. But the faculty adviser had a strict policy that the staff was restricted to writing articles. The week before the winter break of 1931, two months before Benny Gandelman would be sent off to a reform school in Worcester, the advisor came down with the flu and Simon had to finalize the last edition for the semester. When the hand-folded copies were placed on the counter by the door to the cafeteria Thursday morning, the back page read, “Remembering My Mother” by Benjamin C. Gandelman.
The next day, Simon received a call at his parents’ tenement building’s shared hallway telephone from Thallman. He couldn’t believe that Thallman wanted to meet with him.
Simon went to the Seven Suds Stop on Kenstook Street and sat on the sidewalk bench outside the door. He assumed Thallman was using him for a joke, but there was a certain satisfaction Simon felt, that he could be close to people who were known. Thallman’s tall, muscular body soon shadowed the last of the fall sun.
“Be right back,” Thallman had said, and soon returned with two soda bottles. He removed the caps with the edge of the bench, handed one to Simon and sat.
“Nice personal piece in the Gazette,” Thallman said.
“Yeah,” Simon said quietly, then took a sip from his soda. He swallowed hard. “Benny’s tough image is really just an exterior. He’s got heart people rarely see.”
Thallman smiled. “I know Benny has heart. I’ve seen the way he plays stickball. But we both know he didn’t write that.” And without pausing, Thallman broke into Yiddish. “Do you listen to the weekly Yid radio broadcasts?” Simon was perplexed. Yiddish was what their parents spoke.
“Yes,” Simon responded. He sat by the radio every Tuesday evening with his father listening to the programs. They were slice of life stories, occasionally sentimental comedies about the Old Country.
“And who writes those stories?”
Simon was irritated by Thallman’s insistence that they speak in a language he rejected. Any kid growing up in Dorchester back then had a fluent understanding of Yiddish, but most were determined to forget it.
“Zadi Mintz,” Simon said the name of the old grandfather everyone knew as the keeper of the weekly Yiddish radio stories. “Now, can we please speak in English?”
Thallman laughed. He took a swig from his soda bottle and swallowed with a lumped throat. “I’m Zadi Mintz.”
For the next three years Simon and Thallman co-wrote every Yiddish radio story heard in the Boston area and nobody except their producers had a clue about it. And Simon, who knew his father was aware of what even small luxuries cost, did not spend a cent.
Simon never found out much about how Jack Thallman got the writing job. He once asked and Thallman only said, “School basically teaches you the alphabet and how words are put together. You teach yourself how to read and write.”
However, Thallman’s talent was unmistakable. Simon came up with the plots, but Thallman amazed him with the twists.
“No, Gandelman,” Thallman would brainstorm as they scribbled on lined, yellow notepads. “It’s too obvious to have the father disapprove of his son’s love for jazz. Have the old man support him, but have the sister break the saxophone after the son confronts her about her Catholic boyfriend. The audience will eat that up.” But Thallman was not the best at dialogue. And that’s where Simon came in. At a certain point, Thallman dictated what he basically wanted and Simon came up with the phrasing.
As Simon drove south on National Boulevard watching the tops of sequoias and palms tilt from the breeze while ignoring Doris’ insistence to go faster, he could not help thinking that he never really knew Jack Thallman. He knew this much. In the last season of varsity baseball during high school Thallman fractured his knee and would walk with a limp the rest of his life. The injury kept Thallman out of the war. He had gone to California, telling Simon, “See you in the sunshine.” When Simon finally caught up with his old writing partner, he found a very different person.
Thallman taught Simon that Hollywood was not a community of artists. It was General Motors on celluloid. Simon learned from Thallman to give the audience what they desired, to give the studio what they demanded, and to not ask questions because questions could make his life more complicated than it had to be.
Two months before Simon enlisted in the Army, Thallman disappeared. The studio was irate. His family back in Dorchester had no idea where he was. Vanished, poof, dissolved like a trickle of cigarette smoke. Simon feared Thallman had taken his own life, but there was still that feeling that he might see him again someday.
“Can’t you get us there faster?” Doris whined, and Simon floored the accelerator, wishing he could leave her with the tire marks.
The LAPD tipped off the press about Doris’ admirer’s reappearance. Simon knew something was up the moment Arthur James, the sixty-three-year-old security officer who had been at Sunrise since before the talkies began, motioned the convertible into the lot. It was the first time in three years that James had not said, “Top of the mornin’ to ya, Mr. Gandelman.” He just nodded, gave Doris the once-over, his eyes gliding to her as if window-shopping for something he could never afford.
Doris griped as they walked to the writers’ bungalows along the cobblestone pathways flanked by the new sound stages. She was wearing stiletto heels and a pink orchid behind one ear, as if presenting herself for a premier at Sid Grauman’s Chinese Theater. Simon was sympathetic to Doris not wanting to be alone after her stalker had planted himself on their driveway again, but he was uneasy about her coming to work with him. He knew the lot was the safest place for her, though. Simon’s own safety was another matter. He was three hours late and had forgotten to wear a vest.
“Doris, just the person I wanted to see,” Marty Laskow said as Simon shuffled her into the bungalow he and Marty shared in the cluttered colony of wooden offices left over from the silent era where Sunrise relegated all its contracted writers and low-level producers hoping for promotion. Simon knew the studio set it up this way; competition, man-to-man to make everyone hate each other. Divide and conquer. Simon did not think it was fair that the lucky few could draw thousands of dollars per week when others did not make that in a whole year.
Simon’s father had always instructed his sons that a real man never asks how much money another man earns. In Hollywood, writers and producers let everyone know how much dough they made—it was a pedigree of power, letting others see they were less human, because the more one earned, the more he was worth, and the closer to a deity. But actors were the only real gods to the public.
Doris didn’t remove her sunglasses as she glided across the hardwood and leaned into Marty’s body. She kissed the air beside his cheek. “Martin, it’s been too long.”
Marty placed both his long hands on Doris’ bird-like shoulders, sliding the nubs of his fingers over her satin scarf. He was a large man who enjoyed imposing his size on others, and routinely attributed not yet being promoted to Jews higher up being envious of his physique. At six-foot-six he was only an inch shy of being a foot taller than Simon.
“The entire Sunrise family will be looking after you.”
“Thank you, Martin.” She reached out her hand, squeezed his left forearm.
“Sylvia!” Marty shouted for the secretary he shared with Simon. Sylvia emerged from the back room holding the day’s mail, her horn-rimmed glasses perched on the end of her nose, a coil of black hair dangling in her face. “A Bloody Mary. And call Pauline at makeup. I’m sending over Miss LeDoux for a manicure and facial. Understood?”
“Yes, Mr. Laskow,” Sylvia said in monotone. She took note of Doris’ attire, restrained herself from rolling her eyes. She turned.
“And call security. I want a personal escort for Miss LeDoux.”
“Martin,” Doris said, fluttering her eyelashes like a teenager. “You’re so thoughtful. You truly know how to make a woman feel safe.”
Simon lit a Chesterfield and fell into his desk chair, looked at his cherished Underwood Number 5 typewriter bought with his military discharge check. He clipped the cigarette between his lips, puffing sporadically as he took his schedule for the day that Sylvia had typed out four hours before.
“We had a meeting with Carl Schwartzman?” Simon asked, seeing that it had already taken place.
“Don’t even ask,” Marty said, pinching tobacco into his pipe. “Preproduction’s a mess on Small Town Tom. Katz wants to film the whole goddamn thing on a sound stage and Schwartzman’s demanding we shoot on location somewhere in Kansas.”
“What did you tell Schwartzman?”
“The same thing you would have. I said if he wanted to be a tortured artist, we would be happy to buy him a ticket back to Austria and he can make films there. I don’t care about that picture and neither do you; it’s a wastebasket number, start to finish. I can’t believe I have to produce that piece of junk. Christ, I feel sorry you had to write it. Don’t worry, I didn’t have to cover for you, everyone knows where you were.”
Sylvia returned from the back room and handed Doris her Bloody Mary just as a lot security guard rapped his knuckles on the frame of the bungalow’s open door. Doris dropped the McCall’s she had been fingering to the coffee table. Sylvia gave the officer a pitying look and returned to the back room.
“Escort Miss LeDoux to Pauline Craft’s office,” Marty instructed as he struck a match and lit his pipe. “Do not leave her side while she is on the lot. Understood?”
“Yes, Mr. Laskow.” The officer turned to Doris. “We’ll take good care of you.”
Doris smiled at Marty, turned her back to Simon and abruptly left with the officer, taking her drink with her.
Simon disliked how Marty delegated to people, but he appreciated that he never used that “understood” with him. After all, Marty had produced half his scripts.
“Jesus Christ, Simon,” Marty said. Pipe puffs. “We gotta talk.”
“Marty, I—”
“It’s all over the early editions. Who knows what they paid the blue boy who offered the story. Katz and his shit-brain brother called me twice. Come on; let’s go for a walk. Sylvia!” he shouted. “Call Mr. Katz and tell him it’ll be an hour at most.”
Simon and Marty walked from the bungalows to the stucco-walled sound stages. The two men did not say a word as they stepped through the welding department where prop miniatures were being constructed. Marty tugged at Simon’s arm and led him down a concrete walkway to the new east block of the lot that had yet to be completed. The adjacent property had been bought two years before and there were still budget constraints keeping Katz from turning a dilapidated airport hangar into the world’s greatest sound stage, complete with the capability to flood the facility to simulate naval battles.
Marty and Simon entered the hangar as if scouting a location. The skylights, even with muck and cracks, allowed an incredible amount of light, blanketing the dirt-covered concrete of the floor. Bent dolly tracks and broken ten-K-lamps and Klieg lights were dumped in the corners for eventual discard.
In the center of the hangar was a battered Ford resting on cinderblocks with Culver City Flights barely visible in chipped paint on the passenger door. The two men made their way to the vehicle. Marty opened the driver’s door and took a seat. “Get in,” he said. Simon opened the passenger door. He sat and closed the door, feeling it jiggle not entirely shut. There was no steering wheel. The upholstery was torn to shreds with insulation sprouting like weeds.
Marty opened his briefcase on the dashboard, removed a single piece of paper. In Yiddish he said, “You need to see this before you meet Katz today.”
“Why the hell does Katz want to see me? He hates writers.” No response. Simon took the piece of paper with the Sunrise emblem of a sphere rising in the horizon.
Press Release -- Official
Sunrise Pictures -- Louis B. Katz: Authorized
Sunrise Pictures expresses joy for the return of starlet Doris LeDoux after her hiatus from the motion picture industry. Miss LeDoux was on leave to care for her dying father in his final year. Louis B. Katz, president of Sunrise, stated, “We were always understanding of Miss LeDoux’s decision to turn down several high profile roles. She exemplifies the commitment our artists have to their families.” This morning a fanatical fan, Mr. Sidney Bronden of Echo Park, threatened Miss LeDoux outside the home of critically acclaimed screenwriter Simon Gandelman. Mr. Katz explained that she and Mr. Gandelman were discussing a vehicle for her. Producer Martin Laskow was also present. Mr. Katz did not specify the new picture but said only LeDoux can master the role. Sunrise requests that the press not approach Miss LeDoux for comment, as she is recovering from the morning’s ordeal.
“Who wrote this crap?” Simon demanded and handed the press release back.
“Listen Simon, this isn’t something to take lightly. You don’t know everything. You meet with Katz today and you didn’t hear this from me.”
“I’m expected to write a vehicle for Doris, is that it?”
“No. Katz only mentioned you in the release to curtail any idea that Doris is living in sin. Oran Mansini already has a script for Doris. Katz bought seven songs from Frederick Reber. Musicals are big right now and Katz is eager to compete with MGM.”
“Doris can’t sing. She can’t act. Katz knows that.”
“Get with the program. Doris still carries the Sunrise name. This is a wholesome company. Katz won’t even let women on the lot wear red nail polish. Christ, Sylvia has to still wear silk stockings instead of nylon because of his clean obsession. In Sunrise movies women live with their parents until they’re married. You know that. Doris is in the newspapers and Katz is using that to push a new film. It took him three hours to pull a junk musical out of a drawer with a lead role any actress with a C-cup can play. He’ll overdub a real singer’s voice for Doris’ numbers.”
Simon lit a cigarette.
“Katz knows you’ve become the critics’ darling with The Fire Affair,” Marty continued. “HUAC is coming to Los Angeles for hearings whether we like it or not. You’re a war veteran, even if you just scribbled for Yank Magazine. Katz is gonna have you write an anti-Red film to appease the committee. Play along. But don’t let Doris in on the picture Katz and you discuss today. She’s not as dumb as you think. Just remember that the film takes place in Louis B. Katz land, nowhere else. Understood?”
Simon paused, dragged his Chesterfield to the filter and slowly turned to face Marty, realizing that it was the first time he had addressed him with that tyrannical “understood.” He did not want to speak Yiddish anymore. “Let’s get it over with,” he said.
“Here,” Marty said, unbuttoning his vest. “If Katz sees you without your suspenders covered you’ll be writing cocktail pictures for the rest of your career.”
The Sunrise lot had an unofficial understanding: all employees were to clear out of sight once an argument surfaced between Louis B. Katz and his younger brother, Jerome. A fight between Louis and Jerome could be over something as trivial as which brother was recognized first by the host at a dinner party. But it was money, what Louis cherished and respected most in life, that had always been at the center of the brothers’ differing philosophies.
Louis B. Katz was unquestionably the head of Sunrise. Jerome suffered under him more than he had under all four of his ex-wives combined. Besides a mutual protection of studio interests, the only similarity the brothers had was hatred for each other. Jerome sported loud yachting blazers and an even louder smile; Louis still dressed in three-piece wool suits as if he was a furrier off the boat from the Old Country. Jerome’s last divorce resulted in a settlement that Louis felt compelled to step in and manipulate. His fourth wife not only sued for their Laughlin Park home and custody of their two daughters, which she was awarded. But she also wanted a portion of Jerome’s Sunrise stock shares. Louis brokered a deal for her to be awarded Jerome’s prize-winning racehorses kept in Del Mar instead.
The two brothers had not seen each other since Jerome attended the bar mitzvah of producer Marvin Bloom’s son. Jerome was moved to tears by the event and professed to have a renewed messianic vow for Sunrise films to combat religious prejudice. When he had announced his plan to reenact the Bloom boy’s ceremony and release it with footage of Catholic and Protestant rituals as the first in a series of American Brotherhood pictures, Louis shouted, “Are you out of your fucking mind? We don’t need a self-appointed conscience of the studio. We need an Oscar contender.”
On this particular day the fight began the moment Jerome stormed into Louis’ waiting room at the top executive floor of the new Administration Building. He practically broke the reception room door off its hinges. A framed portrait of Louis and his grandchildren—a symbol of the Sunrise commitment to family—fell from the wall when the door crashed against it. Jerome stepped over the broken glass, trampling the faces of his great nieces and nephews as he went for the door to his brother’s office.
“Mr. Katz is in a meeting,” the secretary lied.
The secretary was in tears before Jerome barged into Louis’ office. Louis was in his large leather swivel chair smoking a cigar, one of the tiny man’s elf-like ears pressed to a telephone. “I’ll call you back, my little sister wants to cry about something.” Louis always referred to Jerome as his “little sister.”
An hour later Simon sat in the waiting room watching a damp-eyed secretary as he listened to the Katz brothers in the adjacent office argue about Jerome’s most recent ex-wife having sold his prized racing horses to a dog food company.
“Enough!” he heard Louis Katz scream. “I’ll make sure you’re eating dog food yourself if you keep this up. We have bigger problems. I want a list of every employee who is even suspect of being Red. This could be the end of us if HUAC leaves Washington and brings hearings here. We have to appease them.” He sighed and said in a softer tone, “It’s like the Cossacks are coming all over again.”
“And what about the trade unions?” Jerome asked. “They’re voting in the spring and this Peter Shelder character is making a hefty push to bring back local control.”
Louis paused. “Do what you do best, Jerome.”
Simon knew that was the end of the conversation. He stood. Jerome opened the office door with a spread smile. He did not look at Simon as he left, but Simon knew that if Jerome could not destroy his fourth ex-wife, he would take his revenge out on the trade unions.
From Katz’s office Simon heard, “Gandelman, get your ass in here or I’ll have you schlepping coffee for the Mex janitors until your contract expires.”
Simon entered an office that looked as if it had been raided.
“Sit,” Katz instructed factually as he lit a fresh cigar with a Zippo. His toupee was out of place, tilted just slightly above his left ear.
Simon could not believe this man who made millions would ruin the taste of a Cuban Cohiba Robusto with the fumes of lighter fluid instead of using a match. He went to the corner and picked up the only chair that looked intact and placed it in front of Katz’s enormous oak desk with the bay window behind it that overlooked the mock streets and building facades of the back lot that could serve as either London, Paris or New York depending on a few modifications. The chair wobbled from a loose leg. Katz’s desk was on a slightly raised platform the carpentry department had specially built, forcing Simon to stare up at the tiny man ominously peering down upon him.
“That’s the worst vest I’ve ever seen,” Katz said, the Zippo still in his fingers. “Christ Gandelman, you dress like a damn accountant living in Eagle Rock.” Katz tapped ash from his cigar to the floor, slid the Zippo across the desk and leaned back. Simon lit a cigarette and reached for a marble ashtray. “What are we gonna do with you? That’s for decoration, you imbecile.” Katz tossed the ashtray toward the door, where it clanked against the frame and rolled to the carpet. “Use the floor. That’s what we pay the coloreds for.” Katz paused, reached up and adjusted his toupee, began puffing methodically on his cigar. “You aren’t stupid, Gandelman. I know stupid when I see it. My little sister, Jerome, there’s stupid for you; he thinks you can run a studio like a country club. You got smarts, maybe too many smarts for your own good. So, let’s start using some common sense, okay? Profit is what counts, and most of the films you want to write will not produce any, not even the one-third revenue we count on from abroad. I don’t give two shits about The Fire Affair. The lefty reviewers liked it. Fine. But you writers are like shoes to me. I’ve got plenty and for some reason keep the worn ones around. You and I are alike; we both did our duty to beat Hitler. Did you know that the same chemical ingredients in film are used to make smokeless gunpowder? No, of course you didn’t.” Cigar puff. “We need to prove to HUAC that the hearings in Washington cleaned house. The critics like you. Now you’ll direct. Write something super-patriotic. Lots of personal sacrifice, service to God and country. Cary Reynolds will star; he looked great in a uniform in Shadows of Hope. And write something people can relate to this time. If a doctor sees a meat packer in the picture we want him to have fantasies of quitting medicine and handling beef. That’s what we’re aiming for. If it’s plugged for an Oscar, I want you to show up to the ceremony wearing your Army dress threads. We start shooting in two weeks.”
“Two weeks?” said Simon.
“Write it for an in-house shoot, no off-lot locations. Give it some guts. We’ll film it in Technicolor, three-strip, not True Color; gotta compete with this new Boy With the Green Hair picture. But this time no talking around a table about the nature of existence. You wanna be Joyce and you aren’t even Irish-Catholic. I want a picture people will pay to see. For god’s sake, something has to happen in a movie. I can’t name one thing that happens in The Fire Affair. The economy can go to shit and there will always be three things people keep doing: drink and fuck are two. You know the third?”
“Pay their taxes?” Cigarette drag.
“Go to the pictures, you twit. More Americans go to the movies than to church these days. Cinemas are the new cathedrals. Some people would rather go to the pictures than screw. Personally, I don’t know what The Fire Affair is about. See that?” Katz motioned to the wall behind Simon. Simon turned and saw splattered paint framed. “My granddaughter made that. I don’t know what it’s supposed to be, but I know it’s genius. Same with The Fire Affair. I can’t make heads or tails of it, but people tell me it’s brilliantly written. You’ve got four years left on your contract. I know what you’re after. You’ll get it after we sweeten the committee by making this picture. Don’t mess this up, because if you do I’ll have you sweeping up your own ash with the darkies.”
Silence.
“A sign of appreciation is typically expected when I offer to let somebody direct.”
Simon casually lit another Chesterfield, took a long drag and tapped ash to the floor. “Thanks,” he said, and slid the Zippo back across the desk.
Katz laughed big. “Goddamnit, I like you, Gandelman, we two must be more alike than I thought, born with horse shit shovels breaking our teeth, not silver spoons touching our tongues. Now, before you leave we have a few other items. The government’s been sitting in the screening room viewing every film we’ve made since 1930 looking for anything remotely Red that slipped past the Hays Office censors. If they call you in, we expect you to be a friend to the Sunrise family. The sooner we get the committee out of our hair the sooner we get back to making real money. Now let’s talk about this morning.”
“It was in the papers before I got to work, I’m sure you already know.”
“And you got to work late. Let’s get one thing straight. I’m sure you’ve got some tail on the back burner. You want to keep Doris in check? Fine. But don’t think for one second I’m letting her have a role in the picture I’m giving you. We’ll find a gal with liquid brown bedroom eyes that’ll have teenage boys wetting their underwear shorts. People are talking about Doris again, so we’ll put her in this musical, nothing more. You do screw around on the side, don’t you?”
“No,” Simon lied.
“What are you, queer or a religious nut?”
“A moralist.”
“Jesus Christ.” Katz spat on the carpet. “Now I know you’re no Commie. Reds’ll screw anything that moves. Do yourself a favor and get some side action, it might improve your writing. Personally, I don’t care if you love Doris or keep her around so you don’t get lonely. But she’s not to have anything to do with this picture. Keep the script in a safe or something. All goes well, you might get a statue to put above your fireplace. I tell you, the Oscars are the only thing I’ll give Mayer credit for. Look at us, boych. Now the Protestant elite back east watch us giving each other awards. And we won the damn war.” Hand slap to the desk. “Back then I built a bomb shelter beneath the studio in case the Japs or Nazis invaded. I plan to finish the shelter in case the Reds take over. If that happens—and it won’t—only the lucky few are coming with me. You are on your way to becoming one of those lucky few. And for god’s sake, buy a house and get some decent clothes. That life of modesty you’re pulling, living up in the hills in some shack, is as phony as Doris’ singing is going to be in this musical.” Katz smacked the table again, jiggling his fountain pen resting on Sunrise memo paper. “Ten years ago we were America’s eleventh largest industry. We’ve taken a beating. You’ll be part of putting us back on top of the pyramid. Don’t screw up, careers can be made on your talent.” Katz leaned back as Simon stood. “Oh, just one more little thing.” Katz opened his desk drawer and removed a crisp piece of white paper with the Sunrise emblem centered at the top. He looked down to the paper, nodded with pursed lips and looked right at Simon “You sign this.”
Simon reached out and took the piece of paper. He looked down. He read.
“My personal attorney, David Seelig, has advised that all Sunrise employees sign company loyalty oaths,” Katz said. “The ones who don’t won’t work here anymore. You hand that over to Betty Pamorus in Personnel. Now, get out of here.”
Simon walked back to his bungalow feeling defeated when he knew he should have been ecstatic. The oath was folded, unsigned in his pocket. It sounded like Katz was giving him a promotion, but he was not. Simon hated directors, all but one director who no longer worked in the industry. The rest of them were businessmen, part of the cult of directors, the only thing worse than the cult of performers. Simon knew that he needed to get in touch with Benny. It was obvious what Katz had in mind for the trade unions, which was more important to Simon than the picture he had to prepare to shoot in fourteen days.
As he strolled by the prop department, Simon recalled how in awe of Sunrise he had been the first time he set foot on the lot. He had been like a child discovering snow for the first time; smelling what could not be smelled, touching what was one thing and could become another. But these people just did not impress him anymore, and neither did the pictures. But the pictures had always been home. Only now home seemed to always be where he was not. And the one person he was initially least impressed by when he came on board before the war had taught him the most important lesson about how Sunrise operated.
Simon was thinking of Barry Lords.
The first time Simon ever heard a person scream at Sunrise was during post-production for his first screenplay: Shelter in the Dark. He and Jack Thallman co-wrote the script in five weeks and it was budgeted for a tight eighteen-day shoot. Even Simon knew it was nothing special. He caught on to how the studio worked quickly enough. The first draft was looked over by Marty, who said, “This isn’t advanced mathematics. Millions of people go to the pictures every week, give them what we know keeps those seats filled.” The draft had been tossed back as if it was a melon that wasn’t ripe enough. “Chop the background crap. It doesn’t matter what happened when the killer was a teenager that turned him into what he is. And pump up the love story. Assume the audience is dumb.”
The screaming came from the print development department. Barry Lords had been assigned to direct Shelter in the Dark. Lords was known for having no sense of style whatsoever, but Simon really liked him. Lords was the only director who ever turned to Simon after a scene-take to say, “It’s not working, any ideas?” Then again, the next take was usually the last. But for all his faults, Lords really enjoyed going to the pictures, even the bad ones. Simon had never once heard the man criticize a film. When asked what he thought of a picture, Lords would usually say, “It was good.”
Barry Lords was a real gentleman. And maybe that’s why he never made it far, why he was considered washed up at forty-five. He actually gave compliments without expecting anything in return. And he was lucky. He had been discovered eleven years before by a studio scout who saw a weekend production of Much Ado About Nothing Lords directed at the San Diego Community Playhouse. The next day Lords was offered more money than he ever made selling life insurance.
Lords did not complicate things. He positioned the camera at the same angle for every shot and told his cinematographer to roll. One take: sometimes two. No coverage. If that first take did not work he would politely say to an actor, “One more try.” That was it. He always followed a request with, “thank you.” He was the only person in Hollywood Simon met who did not owe money to anyone: not a bookie, mortgage, nothing. Lords also might have been the only director who was still married to his first and only wife. His kids even attended public schools.
When Simon heard Lords scream in the print development department it was obvious that this cheap picture was the man’s last chance at keeping his job. Walter Alston, the print manager, had said, “We have a problem.”
“What do you got for me, Walt?” Lords had asked in a pleasant voice. It amazed Simon. Lords’ wife could tell him she was having an affair and he would probably say, “How can we mend this?” But Alston’s news was different.
The developer had over-exposed an entire can of film. He tried to re-soak it in solution, which occasionally worked for exterior scenes shot with too much light. Unfortunately, the can contained an interior scene filmed with low light. The celluloid had been burnt blood red. Normally Lords would shrug and say, “That’s Hollywood,” because these incidents typically occurred with second unit filler material. Simon and Thallman could not believe what came out of Lords’ mouth, because the man had difficulty even hearing God’s name taken in vain.
“You little fuck!” Lords screamed. When the room went silent, Lords’ face was moist. His voice broke. “How do I finish a thriller without the murder scene?”
“Relax,” Alston said. “We’ll develop it again, just give me the negative.”
There was no negative.
Lords had been kept under contract for eleven years for one reason: He brought in every picture he directed under budget. Thus he remained employed making films that the studio used to showcase new talent and that the critics never ceased to pan. Anybody could direct them, but not as cheaply as Lords.
How did he make them so cheaply? He took scripts that were period pieces and revised them into contemporary stories; sometimes did away with second unit shots or assumed the audience would not notice him using the same stock footage three or four times. But more than anything, Lords minimized post-production costs by going directly to final print out of the can. He had not developed a negative in eight years.
Lords’ fingers shook as he sipped whiskey at the Pacific Bar on Tangerine Street, three blocks from the lot. Simon drank a club soda. Thallman had wanted nothing to do with the problem.
“I’m finished,” Lords had said. “This time next month I’ll be going door to door trying to convince people I’m selling them a piece of mind. Do you know what life insurance is, Gandelman? You’re betting against yourself. The way it pays off is if you die.”
The only solution Lords could conceive of was to ask the studio for more money, go back and re-shoot the scene. That was, if the actors were still available and if Katz did not replace him with another director. Sunrise would spend the money, but Katz would see that Lords had lost his cheap man’s touch and would cut him loose. Simon convinced him to take a day to think it over.
That night Simon had a dream. He was in Dorchester, but he was also in a war, only the battle was now on Kenstook Street. There were no people or soldiers to be seen, but he knew the fight was there. He could hear the war, but he could not see it. And that was what had always frightened him the most: knowing that death might be in front of him but not being able to know just where it was. And at the moment Simon knew he would be able to see the enemy, he awoke, chilled, terrified. The smell of gasoline and gunpowder consumed his nostrils. He threw off the sheets and went to his typewriter.
The next morning Simon found Lords and insisted they edit what they had already shot according to his new restructuring. Lords said, “Do whatever you want.”
Rather than complicate matters by going to producer Cal Drankin’s office, Simon dragged Lords to Alston’s bungalow and did not let him leave. If anyone saw Lords’ face it was over. Lords sat nearly comatose sipping whiskey in the corner while Simon dictated the new edit of the picture, complete with voiceover narration of his own speech, altered to an octave lower by chain-smoking and speaking through a handkerchief. Thallman’s only comment was an emotionless “Hmm?”
When Lords handed the studio the final cut they had no idea what to make of it. This was not the film they had assigned him to direct. Word spread around the lot like giggles in a high school cafeteria. “You won’t believe it, Barry Lords now thinks he’s Hemingway or something.” Lords left the studio without being asked. Simon had to call him in San Diego two months later to share the good news.
By never showing the actual murder, by restructuring the picture around the fear and suspense of never seeing what the audience suspected had happened, by forcing the viewer to imagine how gruesome a murder could be without witnessing it as the screen faded to black, Shelter in the Dark put Simon and Thallman on the map as the hottest young writers in town and provided Lords with his first complimentary reviews. Simon read from the Herald over the telephone:
LOS ANGELES -- Barry Lords’ bare-bones, single-positioned camera angles and the simplicity of what he has pioneered as the “anti-style” approach, force even this critic to question if all along we have not watched this genius’ pictures with the release of expectations he demands. “Shelter in the Dark” is not only the best structured of Lords’ films, but is also the most emotionally involving. Lords arrives as a mature artist backed with a brilliant screenplay by newcomers Simon Gandelman and Jack Thallman. After seeing this picture it is now clear that the world would be a better place if it was directed by Barry Lords.
Lords laughed. “They make it sound like I had fans all these years.”
“Get back here,” Simon told him over the telephone. “You’re career’s saved.”
Lords breathed heavily. “I know this will take you guys places. But I think it’s a nice way for me to bow out. I’m not a real cineaste like you, Gandelman. Watch your back, kid. And more important, remember that there’s a life beyond pictures. For god’s sake, go see a baseball game. That’s real. All this, it’s just celluloid.”
Two years later, just before the war, Simon ran into Lords in San Diego when scouting locations. Lords was in the restaurant at the Hotel Del Coronado, sitting with his wife, who was what Simon had expected—a soft-faced, heavy-waisted woman who lovingly stirred sugar cubes into her husband’s coffee. Lords mostly talked about his kids. Simon was happy that the man was content living the life he never wanted for himself.
Lords was back selling life insurance, but was also directing Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard at the San Diego Community Playhouse. “Just for fun. It runs the next two weekends.” Simon returned to San Diego the next weekend. After the show he found Lords in the lobby and did what Hollywood had taught him best: he lied and said, “I really enjoyed it.”
Lords had smiled and said, “Thank you.” He then pulled Simon aside and said, “You’re changing; I can see it. But don’t let them change your destiny. Don’t allow them to let you direct a picture—ever. Directors are businessmen, expendable managers. You’re a writer. If you direct you’ll never write true again, not as you’re destined to.” He then gave Simon a hug. It was more affection than his own father had ever shown.
Doris was on the couch beside the window of the office sipping another Bloody Mary and reading McCall’s. Marty was lighting her Pall Mall.
“How was your meeting, darling?” she asked as Simon walked through the door.
Simon stared at her for a moment; thought that this was not the kind of woman Barry Lords would have been with. Whenever she called him “darling” it usually meant that she wanted something or had done something she knew would displease him.
“Give him hell, boych?” Marty asked.
Simon went to his desk.
“I had the most marvelous day, darling,” Doris said as Simon slipped a cigarette between his lips. “I have wonderful news.”
Simon paused. Chesterfield lit, wave of the match, sulfur in the air. He had been in this situation with her before. This time, he just did not have it in him. “I hope they’re paying you well for the musical they’re putting you in.” He then sifted through his rolodex for the Copeland Club’s number.
“It’s the lead in Oran Mansini’s new picture, in case you wanted to know,” she snapped. “At least he directs his own films,” she mumbled. She tossed theMcCall’s to the floor and stood. “When should I expect you home?”
“Late.”
“How late?”
“Late.”
Marty chimed in, “I’ll walk you to the gate. A driver will take you home.”
“Thank you, Martin. I’ll be waiting outside.” And she was out the door of the bungalow, stepping over the McCall’s with her heels.
“Sylvia!” Marty shouted, and the secretary appeared from the back room. “Call a driver for Miss LeDoux. And pick up this magazine. Understood?”
“Yeah,” Sylvia said in monotone and returned to the back room.
Simon tossed the vest over a spare chair, said nothing as Marty left the bungalow. He took the number card for the Copeland Club, slipped it into the breast pocket of his pressed shirt and threw the rolodex against the wall. Sylvia entered the room as it hit a framed still-portrait of Charlie Chaplin in The Kid, smashing the glass. Sylvia watched as rectangular pieces of paper floated about the room, dispensing over the hardwood floor like confetti.
“Great, just great,” she said, her hands planted on the hips of her skirt.
“Leave them be. And if you pick up that magazine I’ll fire you myself.”
“No problem,” Sylvia said, and took a seat across from Simon, helped herself to his cigarettes. “But I know you won’t fire me. I’m the only person on the lot you like.”
Simon looked up from the mail, smiled. “Caught me.”
She lit the cigarette. “By the way, you should see Morgan Ray’s new mustache. I can’t believe Katz is letting him keep that schmutz on his face; thinks he’s Hemingway or Fairbanks or something. I can’t remember the last time a Sunrise player had a caterpillar lip. Maybe Ray thinks Jack Warner is producing Lonely as the Ocean instead of Marty.” Sylvia paused and stared at Simon. “Damn, Simon, it’s too bad May grabbed you first. Then again, unlike her I wouldn’t let you keep screwing Doris.”
“Who says I’m still sleeping with Doris?”
“Oh, please, you’re a man.” She stamped out her cigarette. “So, will I see you tonight at Mal’s meeting?”
Simon nodded. “I need to call my brother.”
“I know what that means. I can use a break anyway. I’ll go for a walk down to Stage 4, I hear Humphrey Tonrad is back from the clinic and is spending his days in a water tank for Paul Rodner’s new pirate picture. Can you believe Tonrad found Jesus? A reformed drunk, the worst kind. It should be good for a laugh.” She brushed up next to Simon, so close he could smell the perfume that had not yet worn off her neck. She spread her lips playfully, leaned toward him, smirked and turned, giving him a peck on the cheek. “Maybe after the revolution you’ll be mine,” she teased. “If you tell May I said that, I’ll plead the Fifth Amendment.” She giggled and made for the door.
“Hey,” Simon said just as Sylvia was about to leave. “Barry Lords, remember him?” Sylvia paused. “He was a good man, wasn’t he?”
Sylvia’s lips straightened, expressionless. “He still is. You should tell him that. You used to give compliments. Try doing it again.” She left the bungalow.
Simon did want to call Barry Lords. He could use some advice from somebody who would not know he was giving it. But he could not help thinking that he was now beyond those kinds of people. And that bothered him, thinking that way. He took the telephone and had another cigarette lit by the time the operator connected him through and Remy Dirsk answered.
“Copeland,” Remy said in a gruff voice that still held a juvenile whine.
Simon envisioned the enormous man at the other end of the receiver, slouched behind the bar counter flipping through a comic book. “It’s Simon, I need to talk to my brother; is he there?”
“Which one do you want to talk to, movie boy?”
Simon took a long drag, leaned in, ash spilling over his mail. Remy wasn’t bright. Heck, Simon had used Remy as the model for the taxi driver in Catching the Call, and Remy had simply said, “Loved that guy, you need to write more characters like him.”
“Who’s there, Remy pal?” Simon asked.
“Well, there’s Benny and your other brother, the skinny one.”
Simon’s cigarette fell from his fingers, began to burn right through his mail pile.
“I’ll be there in thirty minutes, Remy. I want to talk to Moskowitz, too.” Simon had been late for work and was now about to leave the lot. He did not care.
“Sure, the Balebos will be here.”
“Don’t let my brothers leave. Can you do that for me?”
“Okay,” Remy yawned in the thick Boston accent he had never shed. “Hey Simon, you should read the new Superman, great one with Lex. You’re right, the bad guys are always harder to figure out.”
“Not always,” Simon said, and extinguished his fallen cigarette with the receiver.
CLOSE UP
Sitting at the backyard patio beside his swimming pool in Beverly Glen had always allowed Morris to recognize how far he had come since Dorchester. Now, sitting in the Copeland Club, he saw how far Meyer Moskowitz had come. At first glance, the Copeland appeared to be the pride of a man who had “made good.” The polished countertops of the bar, crystal ashtrays and leather-covered barstools, the oak-beamed ceilings with French molding and the exquisite glass mosaic wall separating the bar. But more than anything, the red Naugahyde booths showed that what patrons sat upon mattered. Even the lavatories had spotless faucets with white hand-towels in fan arrangements on the countertops.
Morris sat in the first booth at the entrance to the restaurant section facing the bar where Moskowitz was seated. The Balebos was smoking a cigar and glancing over the Del Mar racing numbers. Benny was at the opposite end of the counter shuffling playing cards. He had been nibbling on a rare cooked bone-in ribeye, but it was now pushed aside. The restaurant did not open for another two hours. Remy Dirsk, a heavy man with a wrinkled smile was behind the bar wiping martini glasses dry. Beside Morris sat Bernie B, a man who spoke little and carried himself like a stack of books with an atlas for shoulders. Morris did not dare ask what his last name really was.
Morris said nothing as he worked. As instructed, he had arrived at eleven and Moskowitz told him, “You stick with Bernie B.” Morris had been shown two sets of ledger books and was now altering and transcribing into a third. Had he known he was going to end up here he would have become an accountant.
“Middle,” Bernie B said coldly, handing Morris a slip of yellow paper that read December 12, 1947 -- $18,000 Initial. They had proceeded like this for hours. The three ledgers were divided into one titled Copeland, another Union and the last Middle. Morris asked what Middle was for and Bernie B had snapped, “What we want it for.” Whatever Middle represented, it was a lot of dough.
Bernie B stood. “What you drinking, Candy Man?” he asked. Since arriving at the Copeland everyone had been calling him that, and Morris had yet to ask why.
“A drink?” Morris asked. “It’s only three o’clock.” Bernie B stared at him, silent. “Scotch.” Bernie B turned and Morris decided to ask, “What does Candy Man mean?”
Bernie B paused, turned back. “You should know,” he said, and went to the bar.
Morris leaned back and dropped the pencil, fished into the liner pocket of his suit jacket for Helen’s cigarettes. He looked up to see Benny thumbing out cards for solitaire. He took a breath and lit a match. He had tried to forget all these years, but in the end he did know.
* * *
In the summer of 1931 a heat wave hit Boston. In one week forty bodies had been taken out of the Dorchester tenements. Shops were closed, cart venders no longer staked out street corners, children stopped playing stickball. The privileged in Beacon Hill made their exodus to Cape Cod and the rest of the city was left to fend for themselves.
That was the summer Benny was released from the state-run boys home in Worcester where he had been sent the year before. He returned transformed. There was an alarming rate of Dorchester boys being placed into state custody, but religious observance was not part of the rehabilitation platform. Nobody expected that Benny would actually read the books the library placed in each dormitory, especially the Bible.
Benny was quieter than the family remembered him, even with his oldest brother, Joe, already out of the house. But what was perplexing was his first night home at the dinner table when he refused to remove his Red Sox baseball cap. He was instructed three times before informing the family that he was now an observant Jew and would not leave his head uncovered. This resulted in Henry Gandelman taking his belt and smacking his son across the cheek with the buckle. The hat came off.
Benny was again sharing a room with Morris. He would sit in bed with the Torah and say, “You need to read this.” Morris would be huddled at the corner of his own bed fingering through a comic book. None of the Gandelman boys had been bar mitzvahed; Passover was basically an elaborate rendition of Thanksgiving. The home never even had candlesticks, but it did now, resting on the window ledge of Benny and Morris’ bedroom.
Benny had been spending his mornings at Temple Neveh Shalom, listening to Hebrew chants he did not understand, mustering the courage to ask Rabbi Osterman to help him study for a belated bar mitzvah.
“Seriously, Mori, you need to read this,” Benny said on a Friday evening. “You want to be a lawyer. This is where law comes from, baby brother. The Torah is all about law. You know the story of Exodus? Moses brings forth the law.”
“Will you please open the window?”
“I can’t, it’s shabbos and the breeze might blow out the candles.”
Morris tossed the comic book to the floor and stood; placed a finger to his lips.
“What is it?” Benny asked.
“Quiet.” Morris went to the window and placed his ear against the glass. “Hear that? It’s God, Benny. He wants us to open the window.” Morris turned the latch and lifted the window sash. He looked to Benny and smiled. Benny tried to keep a disapproving frown but he laughed with Morris.
In those moments Morris felt close to his twin. In those moments he felt as if they were really brothers.
Benny finally approached Rabbi Osterman with his request to study for a bar mitzvah. Osterman said that a young man in Benny’s situation needed a job. Osterman introduced him to Meyer Moskowitz that very day.
Benny was hired to collect commissions Moskowitz demanded from businesses he provided protection for. He was assigned to Savin Hill where Moskowitz’s rival, Eugene Zion, was looking to make headway. It was not about the turf; it was about the money. After two weeks of intimidating storeowners behind on payments, Benny discovered how simple his job was. He demanded they pay, and if they did not he only threatened once.
Benny did not shed religion easily. He would not collect for Moskowitz on the Sabbath. Leniency was given. Moskowitz would say, “Gelfin owes me eighty dollars, I want it tomorrow,” to which Benny would say he did not press people for debts between sundown Friday and sundown Saturday. Moskowitz would shrug, knowing the money would be in his hands Saturday night.
It took place on a Sunday morning at Kenstook Street. Benny finished his morning coffee at the Striks Diner, went to the lavatory and loaded his revolver. He then walked two blocks to Nyman’s Candy Store. He was fifty years Randel Nyman’s junior but a good foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier. Benny did not notice Morris in the back corner reading a comic book.
“Hello, Randy,” Benny had said. This was the first time he had not called him “Mr. Nyman.” He reached into the mothball jar, sizing up the tiny Polish immigrant.
“Hev no monies now,” the old man said. “Tuesday I pay, promise.”
“That’s not good enough, Randy.”
“Why you do this? I sell you candy since you leetle boy.”
“I’m not a little boy anymore, Randy. And you’re late on last week’s payment.”
“You shoult go.”
“That’s not how it works, Randy.” Benny took another mothball then pushed the jar off the counter. It shattered on the floor. “Should I move on to gumdrops?”
“You hev no idea vat you do.”
Benny took Nyman by the collar, crashed the man’s cheek against the glass countertop displaying Hershey’s bars and lollipops.
“Now you owe five dollars interest. Be a menstch and open the register.”
That’s when the bell tied to the bronze knob of the store’s door jingled. Three men stepped in. Zion boys, right down to the stiff shirt collars and tight-cut hair.
Moskowitz always said, “Fight fair. So long as it’s the other guy’s version of fair.” Benny landed the first punch, breaking loose one boy’s front teeth, but he was quickly against the counter; a string of electrical wire clasping his hands behind his back, blood from his wrists soaking into the tan wool of his suit jacket cuffs.
The Zion boy in charge looked to Nyman. “Twenty dollars each Monday and you’re guaranteed. Never miss a payment.”
As the three Zion boys dragged Benny out the door in broad daylight—not one pedestrian watching since they had seen it too many times before—Nyman called out, “Forgive me, Beenie, I pray for you at temple.”
Morris had been huddled in a fetal position in the corner of the store. Hearing Nyman mention the need for prayers for Benny summoned a sensation Morris had never known. Without thinking of running for the police—not that they would have done much since they were all on either Moskowitz’s or Zion’s payrolls and nobody knew which—Morris lunged past Nyman and bolted out the door, cleared the sidewalk and turned for the alley behind the candy store off Kenstook Street.
Years later Morris would not recall everything that had happened. But he would remember Benny giving a struggle, slamming his forehead into the nose of the Zion boy with the knife, crashing his heel atop another’s foot; the knife being thrust into Benny’s shoulder, where he would have a scar the rest of his life, his twin brother falling to his knees like a marionette having its strings cut; the revolver being drawn by the Zion boy who had instructed Nyman to pay each Monday. And he knew every intricate detail of Benny seeing the gun, that same accepting gaze Benny possessed a year before when hauled off to the reform school in Worcester.
What would only come back to him years later as he sat in the Copeland Club on another coast was Benny’s head thrust to the gunman’s groin, hands still clasped and wrists bleeding behind his back. The gun was released from the Zion boy’s hand with a shriek; it skated across the cobblestone alley like sand on silk.
Morris did not see the industrial pipe bar crash over Benny’s neck. He only stared at the revolver facing him. He would not recall bending to take it. But he would remember the heaviness of the gun, how it weighted down his slender arms; the coldness of the metal against his soft fingers. And he would never forget seeing that switchblade drawn to his brother’s neck. Mostly, he would remember seeing a tear trickle down Benny’s plump cheek. Morris would not recall lifting the gun and aiming it; pulling the trigger or the force of the discharge jolting him back. But he would spend the remainder of his life wondering how that simple trigger-pull could produce the thunderous echo in the alley. He wished it could be the back-fire of an auto but knew it was not.
The bullet entered the shortest Zion boy’s right temple, exited his opposite, spraying blood and chips of skull on the brick wall of the alley. The boy’s body fell like a snapped maple branch. But the bullet did not crash against the wall. It released from the boy’s opposite temple and lodged into the throat of another Zion boy. The third boy at Benny’s throat dropped the switchblade and ran out the alley.
Morris had used the switchblade to cut the electrical wire loose from Benny’s wrists. Only after Benny took the gun did Morris see that the boy on the ground was not yet dead. He was on his back, hands clutching his throat, blood percolating through the webs of his fingers. Seeing the boy’s eyes straining to focus was more frightening than the dead body of the other boy beside him. It was not over in an instant, as he had seen in the pictures.
Benny dropped the revolver into a trash bin then took out his own. He cocked it back and pointed at the boy’s forehead. “You should have gone after a guinea,” he had said.
The trigger was pulled.
It would be seventeen years later sitting by his Beverly Glen home poolside with Benny when Morris would be reminded that he owed a debt to Meyer Moskowitz for getting him out of Boston before a neighborhood war broke out with Zion. Morris was already in California when the Jews of Dorchester began killing each other. And that meant he owed a lifetime.
* * *
Morris’ cigarette was a tube of ash. One fingernail flick and it dispensed into the empty tray. He dropped the filter and removed his eyeglasses, set them atop Middle ledger and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He could still smell Helen’s perfume on his thumb and forefinger, having stroked her neck that morning. Roses and Lilies, the modest scent of a modest woman. Staring at the ashtray, he imagined her at home sifting through nursery furniture catalogues for items to be put on layaway, perhaps jotting down recipes from a radio program. He wanted to call Helen now to tell her the truth. But he knew he never could.
Morris glanced to the bar. Bernie B was not in sight. Benny was standing; his cards facedown on the countertop, palms rubbing over his stomach. Morris tried not to think of the sores under his brother’s shirt. Moskowitz was sitting at the opposite end of the counter as Remy Dirsk said in a boisterous voice, “I never think about that stuff.”
Other than being able to handle himself with anyone who crossed Moskowitz, Remy needed direction with almost anything else. He could be sent on an odd job and there was nothing odd about the outcome. It could be as simple as running to the newsstand on La Cienega to purchase the late morning edition of the Herald. It could be as difficult as making a hit in public on a Herald reporter, who was on Moskowitz’s payroll but did not stop one of his men’s name from appearing in print. Remy was the only one in the Copeland Morris had not seen smoke and the only one in shirtsleeves. Word was that Remy was considered excessively brutal even for the Balebos’ standards.
“Turn up the radio, Remington,” Moskowitz ordered. Done. Back to wiping martini glasses. “You like Mario Stells?” Moskowitz was spilling cigar ash atop the front page of the Herald article on Doris LeDoux’s returned stalker.
“He’s okay,” Remy said, squinting one eye to check for spots on a glass.
“Okay?” Moskowitz said, adjusting his weight on the stool, unbuttoning his suit jacket. Stells was slipping into the chorus of “Chances for Love.” Moskowitz sighed. “Oy, what kind of music do you like?”
“I like the horn stuff, the Louis Armstrong songs are good.”
“The coloreds’ music? I can’t believe you work for me. Forget that glass and listen.”
Remy set the glass down and stuffed his hands into his trousers pockets. “I like this one, it’s good to hear.”
“Remy, you don’t hear Mario; you listen to him. Right here: this part is why Stells is the only guinea worth two bricks of shit.”
Morris could see Remy trying desperately to concentrate. He appeared puzzled as the song ended. Morris liked Mario Stells, an anti-Nazi sympathizer who had recently been questioned by HUAC for having contributed his song “Boys of Courage” to a Christmas album of recording artists assisting the Soviet Union’s war relief effort after Hitler’s invasion.
“Turn the box off,” Moskowitz ordered. Done. “Now, why is that the only spaghetti boy genius?” Morris lit a cigarette. He was compelled to smile but thought Moskowitz might catch his reflection in the bar mirror between bottles of Old Crow and Vat 69. “I’m schvitzing here. Remington, I’d let my own daughter suck Stells’ cock. Did you notice how he fumbled the words at the end? He left it that way because he knew the emotion was right. If I could pick one goy to have been born a boych, Stells is it. You go out, buy some Stells records and listen. That’s your homework assignment.”
“I don’t got nothin’ to listen to circles on.” He returned to the martini glasses.
Moskowitz shook his head. He swiveled his body on the stool and screamed, “Will somebody get The Beekeeper here? The honey is dripping slow.” Moskowitz bellowed. “Where’s The Beekeeper, pollinating some flowers?” Bernie B emerged from the kitchen door. “Finally,” Moskowitz said. “Take Remington here and buy him a record player.”
Bernie B paused. “Excuse me?”
“What, you got honey in your ears? Get Remy the best phonograph on the market. And buy him every Mario Stells album.” Moskowitz leaned in close to Bernie B. Morris strained to listen, he held his breath but could not hear.
Morris then felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Benny, setting a scotch near the Copeland ledger. He held a whiskey for himself, took the seat next to Morris.
“You get free eats and drinks working for the Balebos,” Benny said. He smiled, the skin of his chin folding. Morris pretended to look over the ledgers. “Here’s a great movie idea I’m gonna give Simon.” Morris rolled his eyes. “Showdown between two card players. One is a widower who needs to make some dough to get his kid an operation; the other has never lost a game before and has a pretty girl. The pretty girl falls for the widower, gives him her luck. He beats the card champ and the kid gets the operation. Big kiss at the end when the widower asks the pretty girl to marry him. Fantastic date movie; something for everyone. Cards, sick kid, big stakes. If Simon doesn’t use this one he’s an idiot.”
Morris sighed. “You’re eating less these days.”
Benny shrugged. “Just not hungry. The steak wasn’t cooked right.”
“Maybe you should see a doctor.”
Benny frowned. “Maybe you should just do what you’re here for.”
Morris looked up and saw Moskowitz at the bar. The man appeared older than Morris remembered, larger. But it had been seventeen years. The moment he walked into the Copeland that morning he held out his hand for Moskowitz and instead received a hug he did not desire. “It’s like you never left us, Mori,” Moskowitz had said.
I was never with you, Morris had thought. Moskowitz wouldn’t tell him where the Middle end was coming from to shelter. Morris saw Bernie B scribbling on a notepad, Remy Dirsk slipping on a sports jacket.
“I don’t like this Candy Man stuff,” Morris quickly changed the subject.
Benny leaned into the table. “It’s a reputation worth having.”
Morris lit another cigarette. “Tell me what people think I did.”
Benny stared at Morris, nodded and told him everything he did not want to hear.
Since fleeing Dorchester after Kenstook Street there were rumors that Morris had been running jobs for Moskowitz when he was still in high school. Morris was said to have been carrying a crucial piece of information that, if lost, would have given Zion the chance to lay groundwork to West Coast money laundering. As Benny explained, Morris was supposedly cornered in the alley behind Nyman’s Candy Store and he left the only surviving Zion boy without an eye. The information was said to have been delivered that afternoon and Moskowitz personally sent Morris into hiding when the street war with Zion broke out, even paid for his law degree. Since then it was believed that Morris had been secretly operating for Moskowitz all along.
Morris was silent.
“Don’t worry,” Benny said. “People don’t need to know the truth.”
Morris had heard enough. He turned from his brother, collected the ledgers into his briefcase and walked to the hallway at the back of the restaurant, stepped into the telephone box, shut the door and stared at the amber carpet of the hallway through the square glass windows. The rustle of change in his pockets: a nickel slipped into the telephone. The operator put him through to his home line. It rang a dozen times before he returned the earpiece to the wall. He looked at his wristwatch, wondered where Helen could be. He feared the mayor might have called the house after reading his resignation letter. He took his briefcase and stepped out.
Morris could see Benny from the hallway, the back of his brother’s head, the patchy scruff of what hair he had left. He pushed open the door to the men’s lavatory, found a stall and sat, briefcase on his lap. Morris needed a moment alone. He closed his eyes, but then heard the door of the lavatory open. Leather shoes scraped over tiles.
“Can’t fuckin’ believe it,” Morris heard a soft Boston accent. “Mori the Candy Man.” The voice was young, probably one of Moskowitz’s errand boys.
“Shit,” another voice came, followed by the sound of urine colliding with toilet water. Morris peeked through the crack of the stall’s wooden frame and saw the backs of two men who appeared barely out of their teens. “I’d stay clear of him or you might end up with only one eye.”
“Did you see him this morning talking to the Balebos? Remy said Candy Man barely said a word. That would scare the crap out of me. I’m surprised, though. I thought he’d be as big as Benny, more like a bear instead of an owl.”
“Don’t matter. I hear the Candy Man’s been carrying a piece since he was fifteen. I didn’t have my own gun until I was seventeen.”
“I always thought he was a ghost.” Twinkle of urine, then a flush.
“He is. Moskowitz must have brought him back to clean up Schultz’s mess. It’s the ones you never see that are the toughest. I’d be afraid to piss next to Candy Man. He’d cut off my dick for nailing that girl of Benny’s two years ago, you know, the one he wanted to marry who got herself killed?” Flush.
Morris sensed something he had not felt since that day years ago in Nyman’s Candy Store on Kenstook Street. Somebody had wronged his brother. He opened the door to the stall.
The two men turned and saw him, the shorter one’s hands falling to his thighs, faucet water trickling from his fingertips to the tiles.
Morris did not look to the boys. He stood beside them and placed his briefcase on the counter; stared into the mirror, emotionless, then ran the palms of his hands over his thinning hair. He adjusted his necktie, each movement calm, slow, patient. He turned on the faucet, concentrated on his reflection as he washed his hands—slow. He turned off the faucet then looked to the taller boy from the mirror.
“Towel,” Morris said.
The shorter boy elbowed the taller one who immediately handed Morris a clean, white towel from the fan arrangement on the counter.
Morris took his time, stared into the tall boy’s frightened eyes from the mirror as he dried his hands then dropped the towel to the floor. The shorter boy bent to a knee.
“Leave it,” Morris said. “The coloreds aren’t on the payroll for nothing.” He then took his briefcase and walked out of the lavatory, his heart pounding. But there was an exhilaration; a satisfaction, as if he had reclaimed something. And then he recognized a familiar voice across the restaurant from the bar, a voice he did not want to hear anywhere near this place.
From the hallway Morris looked across the long room of empty red Naugahyde booths. Standing beside Moskowitz was his brother. But it was not Benny.
PREPRODUCTION
Simon was still contemplating his visit to the Copeland as he departed the city for the San Fernando Valley. He should have been thinking of where he was heading before going to see May Park at the Party meeting that night in Burbank, but he was not. He had walked into the Copeland as Remy Dirsk and Bernie B were stepping out. Remy had looked to him and said, “The Balebos is buying me a player so I can listen to circles,” as if he was kid heading off to play stickball instead of a man who could remove one’s jugular vein with his fingers. Simon had no idea what Remy meant, but he liked the sound of it and made a mental note to use it in a script.
As the canyon wind pushed back his black hair, Simon could not stop thinking about Morris. The moment their eyes met Morris had attempted to force a smile, walked across the restaurant like a man who had lost his shadow. He put out his hand to shake Simon’s and said, “It’s been a while.” Benny had been at the opposite end of the bar sipping whiskey, teetering heavily on his heels.
Simon had watched Benny medicate himself this way for some time. At least he isn’t giving me another ridiculous movie idea, he thought. He had looked at Morris and decided to break the awkwardness. “How’s Helen?”
“Pregnant.” It was more than Morris said when Simon confronted him about what he did during the war.
“You got something for the Balebos?” Benny asked, downing his whiskey.
Simon nodded. Morris turned away.
“Gandelman!” Moskowitz shouted at the entrance to the restaurant. Hollywood in his rearview mirror, Burbank ahead, Simon could still see the stout man in his gray wool suit with cufflinks. Benny and Simon’s heads had snapped. Morris’ had not. “A word, Bear,” Moskowitz had said. Bear had always been Moskowitz’s affectionate nickname for Benny.
Simon still saw the patchy back of Benny’s head as he walked toward Moskowitz, slipping into a cloud of cigar smoke. Morris plainly said, “I need to make a telephone call,” and disappeared into the back hallway. Simon had done what was sensible: he took a bar stool and reached for an ashtray, lit a Chesterfield and leaned back. If there was one skill Simon had mastered on the Sunrise lot, it was how to eavesdrop.
“We’re looking at a confrontation,” Moskowitz told Benny. “Take Mori to Vegas—now. Deliver a message to Sammy Schultz that we’re committed, but we’ve been left strapped back here at the shtetle. We need twenty boys. If he kevetches take no less than ten. And don’t tell Mori everything about Patricia, keep to business with Miss Gelt; she’s Sammy’s baggage. The books stay with Mori until you see Sammy.”
Simon often sat in diners taking notes for script ideas. But he might walk out of the Copeland carrying his fingers in a paper bag if did that there. He recalled how Morris said nothing to him when he returned from the hallway, how he held to the handle of his briefcase as if it was a life preserver. Benny winked at him as he and Morris left. By the time he finished his cigarette, Moskowitz was sitting on the stool beside him.
Moskowitz stared at Simon, his stomach pressed into the bar rail as if it were a feather pillow, the buttons of his vest clanking as he adjusted his weight. “This upcoming election might produce a strike. It might not. Doesn’t matter. We still control all the local studio craft unions under one umbrella and benefit from the dues. I hear the lefty muckrakers have nicknamed me The Octopus. All my tentacles will finger every trade union in the studio system. And whether the workers know it or not, it’s the best thing for them.” Moskowitz paused, waited, but received nothing from Simon. He shrugged. “You strike me as a reasonable man. Why don’t you tell me something that can help us both out?”
“A strike is bad,” Simon had said. “It’s bad for you, bad for the studio, and it’s bad for the union members. Sunrise needs to make a profit and you want to retain a little leverage. It doesn’t have to be ugly. Katz is gonna muscle you. He’ll likely offer a two-percent salary increase in exchange for a freeze on collective bargaining for the next two years. Sunrise is consolidating its finances now that the Supreme Court decided studios can’t simultaneously make films and own theaters. Katz’ll have the legality to lay off at least twenty-five percent of the lot in the event of a stock drop of more than fifteen-percent, which is inevitable. Forty-seven was a profit slump year for the whole industry. He knows you’ll reject the offer. He’ll hit the papers with a story about how he negotiated in good faith and how the Locals went on strike without staying at the table. He can then hire scabs for pennies. Holding out a strike until the representation vote in the spring might be difficult. Meet in the middle. If you give a little, things can be happy. If you don’t, Katz’s brother Jerome will trash you.”
Moskowitz tapped ash to the countertop. “You’ve always had a conscience. In your business that’s as ludicrous as saying Hitler had a soul.” He puffed his cigar methodically, squinted. “The difference between us is that in my line of work nobody pretends to be anything they’re not. If you fake it you’ll find yourself at the bottom of Bad Water in Death Valley, but in your business they give out statues for lying. You were young in Dorchester, but you know how things work.”
“Mori was young, too. He doesn’t owe you anything.”
“Don’t be a schmuck, Mori owes me plenty.”
“That was a long time ago. Next thing I know you’ll be dragging my oldest brother Joe in.”
“Who says I haven’t?”
Simon laughed. The idea was preposterous.
“Let me tell you something about your father,” Moskowitz said, and placed his cigar at the rim of the ashtray. “The Catholic strong arms running Boston didn’t care about Jews starving in Dorchester. Two people did something in that neighborhood: your father and me. We may have had different ways of going about it, but we both looked out for our own. Your father was the only man to give families credit at his store when they needed to eat. In the end he lost the place. But he was amentsch. Your pops and me are the same. If you can’t have your own country, you carve out a little for yourself in the one you find yourself in. That’s what we’ve always done. You think the American government gives a hoot if the Jews get their own country? The United Nations votes soon but it don’t make no difference. Your brother Benny is getting ideas I can’t back. I’m worried about him. He keeps babbling about some notion of making millions in Vegas providing a new life for the survivors of Hitler’s death camps. I know he’s sick. But is he going ill for good? Is there something wrong with his head I need to worry about, something else?”
Simon paused. “Benny’s always had a sense of humor only he can appreciate.”
“That kind of talk ain’t funny stuff. I got a little operation in Burbank moving a little Middle for me. Offsets some of our gambling ventures gone bust. You don’t think Benny would be into the white horse, do you? He’s just not talking right, all this stuff about Palestine. He doesn’t seem to be an H-man, but sometimes people go stupid on you.”
Simon was concerned, but he was certain Benny would never dabble in shooting junk. He would consider it immoral. “Absolutely not,” Simon told Moskowitz.
Moskowitz puffed his cigar, shrugged. “Good enough. Now, I know you got people in your business who like the Mex weed. You might know people who like to chase a horse now and then. They might like to chase some I breed. If my horses place, show or maybe even win, I might be able to meet in the middle. I give, so long as I get in return, if you know what I mean.”
Heroin had recently hit Los Angeles like a stampede of Clydesdales. Sunrise’s most popular contracted actor had to be replaced after three weeks of shooting a Roman epic in San Pedro because he was forgetting which character he was portraying. The studio had to plug a story in Daily Variety that he was battling asthma instead of being sent off to a clinic up north in Sausalito. Simon knew plenty of people who were indulging, but he had no idea where it was coming from.
“I’ll get back to you,” Simon said, reluctantly, having no intention of doing so.
“Good,” Moskowitz said. “Just remember, I can do nice things for the union Locals as an octopus. I’ll meet on percentages, but I like the Locals behaving as I say.”
Simon pocketed his cigarettes and did not say goodbye, just walked right out the bar door, confused as to why Moskowitz would offer information about his dope operations. Men like him typically liked to keep those dealings quiet. Simon had only come to plead for reason with the craft unions stuck between Katz and Moskowitz. He stuffed his hands into his slacks and made his way to his Highlander parked across Fairfax when a possibility hit him.
Burbank? He thought. “No,” he mumbled, and stopped walking. Sometimes people say just enough to make one fear for those they love, or those they are supposed to love. If Benny found out their oldest brother Joe was running heroin he would pistol-whip him. Simon had to be sure. He was going to a Party meeting in Burbank later that night. Now he had to pay his oldest brother a visit first.
He drove out of the canyon into the Valley thinking that he had not seen his father or Joe in two years. He sped beyond the orange groves, right to the border where the store his father and Joe ran was located just off Plastco Road. The dust settled onto the seats of the convertible the moment he parked beyond the gas pump.
No customers in sight. Not a surprise. The soda machine on the porch was enticing enough for Simon to put off opening the store door. He dropped a coin into the machine, heard it rattle and took the bottle from the dispenser, removed the cap with the metal side pull. He took a swig and, for a moment, thought of Jack Thallman, feeling like a kid outside Fenway Park, waiting by the players’ entrance. Seeing his heroes walk out of the locker room dressed in suits allowed Simon to feel close to the known in his youth. Back then though, he had to listen on the radio, had to imagine a game, had to envision those he worshipped—he had to imagine. In Simon’s youth a picture was not a product pieced together with public taste calculated into the equation. A movie wasn’t removing subplots to lower production costs. Like baseball, a movie was the sweet, cold taste of a soda rushing down his throat. He missed that more than anything, except perhaps his mother’s voice, which as much as he tried he could not remember the sound of; only the recollection of her singing “Trot Trot to Boston” while holding him on her lap when he was a small child. But he simply could not recall the actual sound of that voice.
The only thing that Simon believed meant anything was the irretrievable. He could recall the inflection of Humphrey Bogart’s delivered dialogue with minute detail as he looked about the store’s property, but for the life of him he could not remember the pitch of his mother’s voice. He would give up everything to own that again, everything except perhaps May Park. His mother was now a silent picture that required more of his imagination than he could garner. But he believed her voice was like the sweet taste of a cold soda, that he could have it back, for a moment, if he found it. He never expected to see Jack Thallman again, but he expected to one day remember his mother’s voice, the exact tone of it as she once sang “Trot Trot to Boston” to him when he was a small child being held on her lap. But he simply could not recall the actual sound of that voice now.
Another swig of soda—cold.
The creak of the store door startled Simon, but not as much as the raspy grind of his father’s voice, like auto wheels over gravel.
“Thought I heard a customer,” Henry Gandelman said, and then stopped.
The two men looked at each other—hard.
“Hi, Pop,” Simon said.
Henry, dressed in overalls, his work boots permanently caked in mud, his fingers black under the nails, eyed his youngest son the way a woman disregards tasteless fashion on a mannequin.
“You didn’t have to pay for that,” Henry said.
“I can afford it,” Simon said.
Henry nodded. “I suppose you can.” He paused and looked at Simon’s Wingtips. “Fancy shoes, huh? Come out of the sun.” He turned and led Simon inside.
The store had not changed since Simon last saw it. Unpriced canned food products were everywhere. The only items consolidated together were the candy bars at the counter to keep away from shoplifting children. Auto oil, bins of flower and sugar—everything was discounted. He could not help thinking that a Sunrise set could make the store seem more majestically weathered if constructed from scrap balsa, rubber, tin, composition board, and candy glass. Behind the counter was a sign that read, ASK TO SEE FIREARMS AND AMMO. That was new.
“You sell guns now?” Simon asked.
Henry took a broom in his hands and with his back to Simon said, “People like protection.” With a tug of the broom he swept a tiny pile of dirt into a dustpan. Henry released a long sigh as he bent, took the pan then walked to the end of the counter and emptied it into a wastebasket. “So, what did I do to deserve a visit?”
“I have an appointment tonight in the area and thought I would stop by.”
“Come here often for appointments?” Henry put on his reading glasses and flipped open an order spread, his index finger keeping his place over penciled columns.
“Once in a while.” Long gulp of soda.
“I see,” Henry said. “Nothing new here. Joe takes care of the inventory in the basement. My knees can’t take the stairs these days.”
Simon heard this as he finished his soda. But what he saw was different. He realized that Henry was actually a sixty-five year-old man, smaller than him by a good three inches. Simon had always seen his father as strong. He had never expected Henry to grow old.
“I saw Benny and Mori today.” The empty soda bottle tossed to the trash.
“Are you getting sentimental?” Henry asked, penciling a notation and closing the order spread. He removed his reading glasses, looked to his son from across the counter.
“Well, I hear I’m gonna be an uncle again.”
“And so I’ve heard I’m going to be a grandfather again. Now, what can I do for you?”
Simon knew they were no longer a family. They had not been since his mother died, although they pretended to be until the war. Right now Simon wished it was baseball season, then they might actually have something to talk about. “Is Joe here?”
Henry took a handkerchief and dabbed sweat from his brow. “In the basement, I think. Through the door in the corner, stairs are on your left.” He reopened the order spread and took another pencil from the chest pocket of his overalls.
Simon stared at his father’s bent head and walked past the yard tools against the wall to the corner of the store. Opening the door, he was assaulted by the odor of mildew. To the left were spiral wooden stairs. He clasped both hands on the circular rail. When he reached the bottom he saw that the concrete floor was entirely covered by scattered straw packing from crates. A look about the room. Joe was not there.
Looking at the straw from crates, the wholesale bins still bearing factory box seals, Simon could not help thinking that his father had come so far from oppression only to administer himself a self-imposed restrictiveness. When he was fifteen-years-old Henry Gandelman was thrown out of an Odessa yeshiva for breaking hisgamara studies rebbe’s nose with a swift uppercut. A month later, the pogroms came and the school was burned to the ground with all three rabbis and forty students locked inside. Henry, whose name was not Henry then, stowed himself away in the cargo hold of a Lithuanian merchant ship crossing the Black Sea. Three months later he made it to England and boarded a steamer for Boston, meeting his future wife on the observation deck. By the time his first son, Joe, was born he spoke English fluently.
Henry always told his children that school was good for nothing. But Simon recalled their mother’s funeral, his father drunk on wine at the shiva, sitting at the piano in the corner. Henry had fingered Moonlight Sonata as if he were at a recital.
Simon remembered Joe saying, “I never knew you could play, Pop.”
Henry had stopped, perhaps realizing he was being watched and, still tipsy, mumbled, “That was my dream, to study music.”
Simon had never known that his father had dreams; it was not like the man.
Simon had only seen his oldest brother twice since he signed his new Sunrise contract after the war. But that’s how it was with brothers. Sometimes it was best to let the dirty water under the bridge float away. Some things were salvageable, others not.
Simon looked around again. Barrels lined one wall with mustard-toned labels; flour, garbanzo beans, sugar. Unopened crates and boxes were stacked along the other wall. He walked past the large barrels, slid his palm over the lids. He stopped at the flour bins, paused. He lifted one of the lids. He sighed with relief when all he saw was white powder. But he held his breath. Simon licked the tip of his index finger and dabbed the powder. He tapped it to his tongue and immediately leaned over, spit to the ground. His tongue went numb as he quickly slid the lid back over the bin. His father could not possibly know.
The stairs creaked. “Pop said you came,” Joe’s voice boomed.
Simon faced his oldest brother. The last time they had seen each other Joe had been thinning slightly, now he had less hair than Henry. Simon put out his hand.
Joe practically crushed the bones in Simon’s palm, looked him in the eye. “What brings you here?” Joe asked, releasing Simon’s hand and walking to the far end of the room. He lifted the lid of a crate and removed a box of Hershey’s bars.
“On my way to an appointment that got delayed, just thought I’d stop by.”
Joe stared at him long. He fingered open the box of Hershey’s bars and tossed one, watched Simon catch it. “Still like these?”
“Always,” Simon said. He tore open the wrapper and took a bite.
“What kind of appointment is this?” Joe asked and set the crate lid back.
Simon turned up his wrist, looked at his timepiece. “I should go.”
“Okay,” Joe said. “Your nephew is having a birthday next Sunday. Come by the house if you like.” He stepped past Simon.
“How’s the living here?” Simon asked.
“Fine,” Joe said.
“If you’re short I can give you a loan.” Joe stared back at Simon. “You don’t have to do this,” Simon said.
Joe sighed, paused long. “You aren’t married. You don’t have children. You can’t possibly understand. If you ever have a family of your own, you might. One day you might have people who count on you.” And he turned his back.
Simon listened to Joe’s footsteps ascend the staircase until they were gone. He set the Hershey’s bar on one of the crates and followed up the stairs; hoped Joe and his father were not in the store, but knew they were.
A THREATENING WORLD
____________________
Early 1930s — Dorchester, Massachusetts
They had tried. It did not work.
Simon seemed to be more interested in worshiping movies than studying for a bar mitzvah. So, when Henry Gandelman’s wife looked at him the morning of his youngest son’s thirteenth birthday and said, “At least do something to mark the day,” he relented.
“Get your hat and put on your shoes, I’m taking you to the pictures,” he told his youngest son. “I’m taking you to see King Kong.”
“I saw this picture yesterday,” Henry said as they crossed Molloy Street.
Simon was baffled. He never thought his father did anything fun at all and he wondered why Henry had gone alone. However, Simon did like that his father had looked right at Benny that morning and had said, “Where do you think you’re going? It’s your brother Simon’s special day. It’s his bar mitzvah day.”
The Gandelman boys had never been taken to a synagogue. They had been circumcised at birth by Dr. Sean Atwood, the Catholic doctor who delivered all of them at home, and that was it.
“Can I have popcorn?” Simon had asked inside the Kenstook Cinema House.
Henry Gandelman had looked at his youngest son scornfully. “You’re being taken to the movies, stop complaining or I’ll take you right home.”
Simon had walked out of the Kenstook Cinema House having seen what he had never seen before. It had been real to him. King Kong was a real creature. And he had fallen in love with Fay Wray screaming for her life.
“You’re thirteen today,” Henry Gandelman said as they walked home.
“Yup,” Simon had said, still smiling from the movie, still fearing the beast but wanting to see it again, wanting to see Kong kidnap Fay Wray one more time.
“Did you understand the picture?”
“I loved it. I want to see it again!”
“I didn’t ask if you liked it. I asked if you understood it.”
“It was better than Frankenstein.”
“Feh! They’re the same.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Simon said as they waited to pass Glorin Avenue.
“When I was your age I was being forced to sit in a yeshiva and read from the Torah and pretend there’s a god.” Henry looked right down at his son. “There is no God. And if there ever was he abandoned me before I was even born.” Henry then paused and smiled. “But there are monsters. And look who they make into the monster. They make the monster the outsider, the one who is different. Who do these schmucks who make these pictures have the monster kidnap? Who? Tell me, who? No, of course you don’t know. The blonde shiksa is who the monster kidnaps. That’s the point.” Henry coughed. “Simon, who did you care for the most in the picture, who did you feel sorry for?”
“Fay Wray.”
“No!” Henry slapped his youngest son across the ear. Simon bent over, looked up, timid. “You’re supposed to care for the monster. The monster is the Jew. He’s us.”
Many years later, Simon visited somebody very special to him, somebody he loved more than himself. They had little to talk about, so they did the one activity they had always done together: they went to the movies. They saw Jeff Bridges and Jessica Lange in John Guillermin’s 1976 remake of King Kong. When the movie ended, Simon was asked, “Did you like it?”
“Yes,” Simon said.
This special person paused. “But you said stories should never be retold.”
It was true. Simon did find the original, directed by Merian C. Cooper, superior and definitely found Fay Wray a more convincing heroine than Jessica Lange. But he had to admit that the remake captivated him. Unlike the original, the heroine and Kong actually developed a relationship. When Simon was asked the major question, of which King Kong character appealed to him more, he thought for a moment and then said, “I like the original movie, but I like the new Kong. I like the new monster.”
“Why?”
“Because this time I felt sorry for him. Because this time I didn’t hate him. Because this time, I didn’t want him to die.”
FELLOW TRAVELERS, THE UNDERGROUND
While the police were tracking down pimps in West Hollywood, Burbank was soundless—supposedly. In the midst of scattered post-war homes where returned GIs and migrant workers tried to carve out a life in the orange groves, weekly Party meetings were held. But even Burbank was no longer solely a center of agriculture, as it had been before the war. There were signs that people were now wanting more, and that troubled Simon—people with hammocks in their backyards, living only to sleep.
Ten miles past the canyon in the stretch of land between two of the largest citrus groves in Southern California, fellow travelers met at Mal Lesher’s home, a farmhouse willed to him by his parents. Party members parked in the unused barn adjacent to the house and at the edge of the groves. Simon was uncomfortable that Mal owned a home, going against the Party’s rejection of private property ownership. On some issues Simon could never compromise.
May Park was as different from Doris as one could imagine. Simon had utilized that for the conflicted choices of his protagonist in The Fire Affair. Doris was well endowed and May did not need to wear a brassiere. But Simon could not give himself to either entirely. To release himself might be an indication of contentment. Without a struggle, Simon Gandelman did not feel he existed.
At first glance one would never think May was Simon’s type. Her face and shoulder-length curly red-brown hair would not have gotten her cast as an extra for the afternoon serials. She was not short, at least not for Simon, and wore slacks as Katherine Hepburn had in Woman of the Year. Tonight was warm and she was wearing an off-white short-sleeved blouse as she stood beside a crate passing out copies of the Weekly Worker she edited and printed by hand from a mimeograph machine. As she placed a bundle into Mal’s arms she caught Simon in the doorway and smiled. That was all it took, a smile—something he had not received from Doris in months.
As Simon wedged his way through the room toward her, he received casual head-nods and soft fist-taps to his shoulder by men in wool trousers, playful and approving smiles from women still dressed in secretary skirts. Children scurried around their parents playing chase while adults arranged chairs and sofas.
Heading to May, Simon was stopped by a grip to his forearm, then the soapy voice of Mal Lesher saying, “What’s wrong?”
“I saw my father today. I really don’t want to talk about it.”
Mal was bizarrely thin. Most men put on weight as they aged, but Mal had probably not gained a pound since coming back from the First World War. Standing six-foot he weighed a hundred and twenty pounds at most. His clothes hung on him as if his shoulders were coat hangers. He squeezed Simon’s forearm again, this time gently, and smiled as he lowered his head. “Let’s talk about our little soil project later tonight.” He winked and headed toward the living room. Simon sighed and continued his way to May.
She had her back to him and was pulling a stack of Weekly Worker pamphlets from a crate. She handed one to a stout man with a tweed jacket that Simon had seen the past two meetings but could not recall the name of. May faced Simon and pulled in a quick breath that slightly elevated her flat chest. She faced him after a week apart. He wanted to take her in his arms. He could do without the meeting.
“Hello, Gandelman,” May said and grinned, not reaching out her hand to touch his, although Simon knew she wanted to as much as he.
“Hello, Park,” Simon said.
“I could use some help taking this crate to store in the barn. You wouldn’t happen to know anybody who could do that, would you?”
Simon brushed up near her, close enough to smell the shampoo she had used that morning. He lifted the crate, felt May lean beside him as he stood, one of her hands taking an extended touch to his back to balance herself. She smiled at him and then led the way past the kitchen, out the patio door and across the yard to the barn.
He set the crate on the ground as May closed the door beside the barn’s tractor port. He pulled her close. But when he went to kiss her she wrapped her arms around him and held tight, her fragile frame pressed against him, the warmth of her chest emanating through her thin blouse. He wanted to kiss May, though. When he kissed May it terrified him, because he never wanted to stop. And she made him feel that he had not accomplished anything substantial, even though he was eight years her senior. Simon knew that May’s youth in Oregon might as well have taken place on an alien planet compared to his previous lives in Dorchester and the war.
In 1938 the Oregon Lender’s Bank foreclosed on the Parks’ Tillamook Bay property and the family moved to Portland, where May’s father found work at the Weinhard’s Brewery. During Prohibition they had made root beer to stay in business. May’s mother became a seamstress but passed to tuberculosis when her daughter was sixteen. Simon was once at May’s Venice Beach apartment and discovered a browned and faded newspaper clipping. May said she never bothered or cared to keep anything from her youth. Simon thought it might be from one of the older Weekly Worker prints. It was not. The clip was from a 1937 edition of theTillamook Tribune.
TILLAMOOK, OR -- A commercial fishing boat capsized in fifteen-foot waves yesterday off the coast with both the captain and deckhand suffering from hypothermia. A search for two missing boaters, brothers Philip and Dean Park, was called off after ten hours. Water temperature was reported to be fifty degrees and a possible survival by the two in the Pacific was estimated at between only four and eight hours. Philip Park’s body was discovered this morning miles away on the beach of Astoria. Dean’s body was found shortly after on the Newport rocks. The brothers are survived by their parents, Theodore and Janice Park, as well as a younger sister, Mabel.
After her mother’s death, May, with her flat chest and boyish, freckled cheeks, cut her hair tight and her father took her to the brewery on West Burnside. He told the foreman that May was his nephew, that the boy’s parents had been killed in a auto accident in Lincoln City. When the brewery workers demanded to unionize under the Farshoremen’s Collective that represented the Oregon lumber yards and the Weinhard’s family balked, May revealed herself as a woman and to everyone’s shock led the way to unionization with the help of a man named Peter Shelder. After the war she quit her job and bought a train ticket to Los Angeles, telling her father that there was work waiting for her, when in fact she was leaving for reasons she could not tell him. She believed that if her father ever saw one of her editorials in the Weekly Worker he might take one of those root beer bottles to his daughter’s skull. All May’s father knew about his daughter was from her monthly letters. Her last had mentioned that she had gone on a few dates to the pictures with a boy from Boston.
May still held tight to Simon and rested her face to his chest as they lay back on the hood of a Party member’s Plymouth.
“Meeting begins soon,” Simon said as his fingertips rubbed gently along her shoulder, his other hand massaging her scalp through her dense curls.
“I love you, Gandelman,” she said.
This was not like her. Doris would say daily, “Tell me you love me.” And Simon would. But he never expected May to say this and now that she had, he found himself searching for a way to not reciprocate. Simon hated to satisfy anyone who expected something of him.
“Park,” he said softly, “I—”
“I might be a little pregnant,” she said, factually. Simon thought this was like saying a country might be a little at war. He could feel her heart beginning to pulsate against his ribcage. He had no idea how to respond. She pulled away with one hand still touching his forearm. “Are you going to ask if it’s yours?”
“Should I?”
May paused. “Six months ago, but not now.”
“How far along?” he asked.
“Eight weeks or so.” She returned her head to his chest, released a pensive exhale. “First child of the revolution, huh?” May had always giggled when anyone brought up the subject of children and would playfully declare, “I’ll give the world the first child of the revolution.” Only this time, Simon could not trace a hint of humor. In fact, she had always avoided the children at Party meetings. For the first time since knowing her, she sounded scared. “I don’t expect anything from you. I could lose it, lots of women do in the first few months.”
“Is that what you want?”
“I don’t know what I want.”
Simon never expected her to be uncertain about anything.
Mal’s voice came from outside the barn. “We’re starting.”
Simon looked to May. He had expected her eyes to be moist. They were not.
“There’s still work to do,” she said. “The world doesn’t stop for such things.” She tilted on her arms and kissed his cheek. “I wasn’t lying. I do love you, Gandelman.” She stood and left the barn. Simon stayed on the Plymouth’s hood, listening to her shoes scrape along the gravel, fading, then going silent.
The children were now eating supper in Mal’s kitchen. As Simon took an oak chair that had been brought into the front room from the adjacent dining table he received a casual nod from the man in a charcoal sports jacket and no tie. He now recognized him from the previous week’s meeting when Mal had said, “I want to introduce you to somebody who’s worth shaking hands with; this is Peter Shelder.” Simon had thought little of the exchange with Shelder, who did not seem to care about his unkempt hair or careless shave. Then Simon remembered that this was the head of the west coast Farshoremen’s Collective who had been critical in helping May unionize the Weinhard’s Brewery. Shelder had only talked baseball during his exchange with Simon, chatting about the prospects for the Hollywood Stars, Los Angeles’ Pacific Coast League team commonly known as the Twinks. Simon now knew Shelder had been reading him. Shelder was sitting next to him in the same jacket.
Anti-union forces in California had been using scare tactics since The Depression. It had not come to blows lately, but the threat was present. Simon had only been a boy then, unlike Mal who watched his father fall to his death painting the Oakland Bay Bridge. The current atmosphere had degenerated into outright paranoia, especially with HUAC on its way to the west.
Simon told himself that May was the only person he had never lied to, but he considered withholding information a different matter. At the previous week’s meeting she had lambasted his suggestion that compromise over wage increase percentages might be a necessity by shouting that it was more important to be right than to win. He wondered if she knew he had a relationship with Moskowitz. Simon had always been turned on by her conviction, but for him, it was better to get something than nothing.
Mal opened the meeting. May was seated at the opposite end of the room taking minutes on lined yellow paper.
“We are facing two fronts come spring,” Mal said. “Moskowitz is against giving up local control of the trade unions to Farshoremen’s oversight and Katz is refusing a wage increase of any kind. The opposition is fierce from both sides. We can’t allow working men to be trapped between two evils. If we want to restore local control to the studio trade unions, it has to be democratic and there must be no compromise on a wage increase. Our voice must be heard by both Moskowitz and Katz. If we push for elections in the spring, the National Labor Relations Board will inevitably oversee the vote. We’re talking about thousands of studio workers being represented collectively by the winner for all future negotiations. But if a strike is called before that, preparations must be made. In my opinion, it’s time to take a stand against both the Octopus and Katz.”
“Can we count on the NLRB to be fair?” Peter Shelder interjected.
What a stupid question, Simon thought. The Locals needed to be in the good graces of the NLRB, but undoubtedly the national supervisory was silently backing the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees, which meant they were backing Moskowitz and tolerating Katz’s business practices.
“The NLRB is simply a reality that must deal with,” Simon said. “It might be prudent to bargain instead of trying to put up our own man. If we lower the wage increase percentage and request only partial local autonomy, we might get the ball rolling for future negotiations.”
May looked to him with scorn.
“The NLRB is nothing but window decoration,” Sylvia said, sitting next to May in exactly what she had worn to work that day. She smiled at Simon, knowing she had given him ammunition.
“That is true,” Simon said. “But they are publicly viewed as a fair arbiter.”
“Let’s stop dancing,” Mal said. He looked to Simon as if to say, Where the hell is your head tonight? You’re babbling about what everyone already knows. “This election might be the last one to come for a while if there is a representation and wage stability clause. Certainly nobody wants IA coming back. Moskowitz isn’t national yet but he runs things as if he is. Jurisdiction over every small union in the motion picture industry has been falling under the Octopus for too long. And he’s in bed with Katz. If Katz has to have a union overseeing Sunrise employees, he wants a conservative one under Moskowitz. We know Katz has been paying Moskowitz a hundred thousand per year to prevent a strike and keep wages down. They covered it up so smooth it’s impossible to prove. The other studios only pay Moskowitz fifty grand, so the Octopus has plenty of interest in retaining control. Neither cares if wages don’t keep pace with the rocketing cost of living since the war ended. We need to put up a candidate to take back control of all the weaker unions that are being eaten alive and give those small unions back local control, as well as stand firm on wage percentage increase. I would like to propose Mr. Peter Shelder as the candidate to make that happen.”
Simon’s head snapped to Shelder. Now he knew what Shelder had meant the previous week when he said, “Come spring maybe we should see a ballgame.” What he had really been saying was, I know you’re on the inside at Sunrise, how can we use you?
“It’s been ten years since the Fair Labor Standards Act,” Shelder said as he stood. He was a man in his mid-thirties who moved as if he was suffering from weak knees. He did not raise his voice, kept it monotone like a seasoned schoolteacher who was not about to compete with students. “It’s taken that long to apply Wages and Hours laws to over six-hundred technical, professional and administrative positions in the industry. Most carpenters put in over fifty hours every week at twenty-five cents per hour in the studio wood mills. If we force a strike we can push for elections by the spring and return control to the separate Locals. And Katz will have no choice but to increase wages once production diminishes. That means we can vote the bastards out.” Hands clapped.
Simon was annoyed, knowing such a thought was tantalizing but certainly risky. Shelder came across as a union organizer who did not trust the people he represented, which was no different than Sunrise’s dismissive approach to its employees.
“With all respect,” Simon said, “I can tell you right now that Sunrise has a backlog of hundreds of unreleased films in its archives. Production of new films will be halted, but they can hold out for years, still releasing pictures while the trade workers’ families suffer.”
“Mr. Gandelman,” Shelder responded. “Some of us in this room have been around the studios a long time. You were not here during the war.”
No, Simon thought, I was in Europe making sure we still had a country. There had been a wartime no strike pledge by the unions that had been exploited by the studios. “Are we having a discussion or has civility just become an annoying inconvenience?” Simon could not help himself.
“The time for discussion is over,” Shelder said. “We must act now.”
“Let’s listen to what Mr. Shelder has to say,” Mal said.
Simon had heard enough. He looked to May as Shelder pontificated. He was impressed by how calm May was. One of her most attractive qualities was the diligent manner in which she ordered and arranged her priorities. Her “I love you” still echoed in his head. It certainly was not the first time he had heard this from a woman, but it was the only time he had difficulty responding. Still, he adored May. Even her anger was mesmerizing, and she was definitely a woman with a temper one did not want to be on the receiving end of. He assumed she had already decided to have the baby. There were possibilities, though. Arrangements could be made with money and connections.
Simon began thinking of his Sons of the Soil screenplay in his home safe Mal wanted to talk with him about. At this moment he had found his angle into developing the heroine’s character and desperately wanted to jot down notes. It often happened this way. In a situation that required all of his attention, he began applying implications to fictional characters. That was it. May was the key to making the girl in his script work.
Mal was speaking again. Simon had not noticed that Shelder stopped talking, but he already knew a strike was inevitable, that Moskowitz was certain to bring in muscle boys and Katz would deliver the hammer. Simon knew the world to be violent; anyone who had seen the war up close was not delusional. He didn’t want to think about the press the Evening Express or the Hollywood Atom would provide. The Los Angeles Times may have been conservative, but at least they never fabricated stories. Simon kept staring at May. He worried that if she kept their baby, he would fall desperately in love with her. And that was what he knew the boy in his forbidden script feared.
Simon became aware the meeting had ended when he saw people rising from their chairs and children scurrying about. Furniture was being put back in place, ashtrays emptied, coffee cups and wine glasses taken to the kitchen. Party members were mingling by the time Mal gave him a playful jab to Simon’s shoulder. When Simon saw the clock on the wall he could not believe an hour had passed. Then again, if there were wastebasket pictures, there were certainly wastebasket party meetings.
“Wake up,” Mal said. “Let’s talk.”
“Give me a minute,” Simon said.
“Take your time, I think I understand.” Mal then approached Shelder, shook his hand approvingly.
You goddamn swish, Simon thought, rolling his eyes. Simon was about to head to May when Shelder looked to him. Shit, Simon thought.
“Mr. Gandelman.” The two men were about the same height but Shelder carried himself as if he had a laundry sack swung over his left shoulder. “Perhaps sometime I can explain why I go about things the way I do. You seem to have no problem getting just a portion of what’s deserved.”
Simon took a moment. Schmuck, he thought and then said, “It could become violent if we do it your way.”
“Violence is often the only method these people understand. Mr. Gandelman, you saw the war firsthand. What we have here is another kind of battle and violence is a part of it. I have no quarrel with you; we clearly have the same want for the world but different ideas for how to achieve it. I’m happy to talk when you’re ready. And do not worry that our disagreement will be an issue with Miss Park. I have known her many years. You chose well. I am sure she did the same. Goodnight.”
Simon watched Shelder move towards the front door. He did not know if the man had slid a dagger in deeper or if he was extending an olive branch. He was ready to call out for him but was stopped.
“What did you and Katz talk about today? He never speaks to writers.” It was Sylvia. She stood with her hips cocked to the side, one hand planted at her waist. He noticed her blouse had two more buttons undone than usual. Simon scanned the room and Shelder was gone. He saw May passing out Weekly Worker copies as guests left, the tips of her fingers smeared with ink. “Jesus,” Sylvia snickered. “The way you drool over her you’d think you wanted to get married and have backyard barbecues. At least May has some tact when she steals glances at you.”
Simon had never realized that May looked at him at all during meetings. “See you at the lot tomorrow,” he said, and made a beeline for May.
“My god, pull yourself together,” Sylvia said to his back.
Simon worked his way through the crowd to May, but was stopped by Herbert Jacobs, who was holding a Weekly Worker.
“Comrade Gandelman,” Jacobs said in an overly joyous tone. Simon would rather be talking to Katz. The overtly contrived way Jacobs referred to everyone as comrade irritated him. He imagined that Jacobs even called his dog comrade. And he knew Jacobs was not a Party member, not yet anyway. Then again, Simon had never officially joined the CP himself, but he did not trust people looking for something to attach themselves to. Jacobs struck him as a conservative who did not yet know he was one. He was married to Reva Rund, a Russian-born former Sunrise contract writer Simon had known before the war as aloof and suspicious of others. But that didn’t make her any different than half the people in Hollywood. Simon had no real knowledge of Rund’s politics, but she was married to Jacobs. He assumed they were pseudo-intellectuals attracted to the supposed romance of working people.
Herbert Jacobs was a Sunrise contracted player of modest renown whose career was halted after a disastrous attempt to host comedy acts in Vegas. People said he was thinking of running for president of the Screen Actor’s Guild. He made no qualms about his political interests and Simon felt he was simply at meetings looking for anything to help his ambitions. Perhaps Jacobs thought being a leftist was en vogue. He had been one of those serviceable actors Sunrise could bank on, popular to the point where the audience liked him in family films such as Johnson’s Journey and glamorous swashbucklers such as One For the Seas but never capable of transitioning into A-list status. He was not picky about the roles handed to him, but his screen life had been fading before the war. He got his start in radio and most Sunrise writers felt he had a face that was meant to stay there. The war was probably a blessing. He had been a commissioned second lieutenant but his nearsightedness compelled the Air Corps motion picture unit to keep him stateside as a cutting room commando, bravely fighting fascism by narrating morale-boosting training films. Simon thought it was on par with Disney using Donald Duck to compel citizens to pay their income taxes.
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