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Oh, Michael. Oh, Michael. Oh, Michael. It got boring
if you heard those words enough. Well, not boring exactly. Sex was
never boring. What’s another word for boring? Pointless. It got
pointless. L.A. was the easiest place in the world to get fucked if
your face was recognizable. Maybe it was the easiest place to get
fucked even if you weren’t famous. As long as you put on certain
airs and both your eyes looked like tiny movie screens. Michael
Sennet could walk into any bar in the city and every eye would come
his way. It would seem like he was swaggering even when he was
standing still. The men would look at him with resentment and envy.
The smart girls would think, I wonder what it would be like to
sleep with a famous person. The dumb girls would think, I wonder
what it would be like to fuck a famous person. And all of the women
were pretty. This was L.A., a cauldron of eager, but desperate,
young actresses. But even so, Michael Sennet thought all women were
pretty. Sometimes he thought he was too unrestricted. That one over
there has a big ass, big tits. Softer, more playful. Shit, that
one’s built for a workout, for endurance. There was something to
find interesting about every woman, even the buck-toothed and
sullen – then you’d be doing them a divine favor. And so they all
made it into his bed, a silken King-size in a King-sized room next
to a bathroom with a bidet. A Jaguar, a black Jeep, a Triumph
motorcycle and a vintage 1955 Porsche Spyder, the same kind of car
James Dean died in, sat like living trophies in the garage. All
were kept safely in a big house designed by an interior decorator
in that warm Old Hollywood style that reminded him of the better
past. The forties, that should have been his time. The women, the
girls, would enter that house, look up at the high-ceilinged
chandelier, the Persian rugs, into the wide, blue eyes of Michael
Sennet, and they would almost begin weeping with weakness. It was
like sex even before the sex had begun. Not so long after, she
would be underneath him on that King-sized bed screaming, Oh,
Michael. Oh, Michael. Oh, Michael.

He had gone the common route: high school plays. His
first role was playing Nathan Detroit in “Guys and Dolls.” Michael
was as regarded in his high school as the star quarterback.
Everybody’s All American actor, starting at age fifteen. His high
school friends would grudgingly think, “That’s what it’s about,
being him.” The girls would fall into his bed well before he was
famous, unlike his rabidly undersexed friends who had to make it
easy with alcohol. People liked Michael. He shined with confidence
and people were glad he was there to watch. Even the alienated
liked him, because sometimes it was hard to hate someone who had
everything because at least he proved it was possible.

In college he tried to be serious.
He studied acting for a year before dropping out thinking, this is
bullshit. Acting was either something you could or couldn’t do.
Those classes seemed mainly to be for people who couldn’t.
Shakespeare was fine, but it didn’t speak to him. He felt guilty
about that briefly – wasn’t he supposed to worship Shakespeare? But
he reconciled it by declaring that he was more interested in
expressing the language of his life – the blunt, simple American
language. He’d rather play Willie Loman than Hamlet. What did the
16th century have to do with him? He came from cities, cars,
modern life. There’s nothing wrong with that. Nothing.

He spent a summer snorting heroin with his college
roommate, Ben, an academic who managed to write all of his papers
on dope. One night in July, after Michael’s fourth bag of dope,
feeling good and listening to old jazz, Michael decided that he
didn’t want to study acting anymore and he wanted to do it for
real.

He thought about going to New York but he didn’t
want to be in theatre. Theatre was nice for a night but he didn’t
like the sense of impermanence. There was a certain invincibility
he felt hanging out backstage after a performance with the girls
looking up at him with wet but wilting eyes and the men patting his
back – a feeling he had replaced with dope on his summer off, he
thought abruptly. But theatre was forgotten a few hours after the
performance. It was like acting into the wind. Performing on stage
felt like a mobile kind of love while it was happening but hours
later, even in bed with a girl, he would need another fix.

So he thought about L.A. Movies were permanent. You
could still watch Bogart from the forties. And Olivier, even though
he might have been great on stage, it could only be remembered
through the mind of a critic. What people would remember him for
was his work in movies because that could be watched again and
again.

Michael loved movies. To him it was the greatest
medium – a combination of literature, music, and painting, but more
popular than them all. Movies were as accessible as Michael was
himself. Movies were where he belonged.

His college drama teacher, Jeff, a
failed actor who slept with many undergraduate actresses,
recommended an agent in L.A. The agent, Darren Hargrove, was
enthralled when Michael Sennet walked into his office. “Your eyes,”
he said. “They’re both tough and serene. You can’t buy eyes like
that. They’re intangible.”

There was only one certainty in Michael’s life: he
was born to be an actor. He had a malleably masculine and sensitive
face, not quite soft but it had an ability to shed some of its
hardness. There weren’t many people better looking than Michael
Sennet. Yet the face that he saw in the mirror and the face he saw
on screen were two different people. He didn’t want that to be true
– it was a groundless feeling, a kind of waking unconsciousness.
But that sense of separation was what allowed him to be a good
actor. He could totally lose himself into a character, both body
and mind.

He started in commercials. In fact, he was only in
one, a car commercial, and he vowed after the experience to never
fucking do that again. He got the part after six auditions. He
liked going to auditions, even when he was rejected. It made him
feel professional. And he never had any doubt that it would
eventually happen for him. This could partly be attributed to dope
which he had cut down to one bag a day. He told himself he would
give it up once he got more parts. He hadn’t stopped when he got
the part in the car commercial – he was actually on dope during
filming – which helped because this was degrading shit, playing the
sensitive tough guy in a car commercial. He did finally stop doing
dope for his part in “Killers.” After that, dope stopped being such
an issue.

The money from the commercial eventually ran out.
Even a starving artist needed to eat. He never wanted to get a
regular job, at all costs. Regular jobs were for regular people.
People who lacked imagination. Michael had too much imagination: he
wanted to become a thousand people. He loved the idea of playing a
construction worker, an insurance salesman, a bank teller or
whatever else, but the thought of a hard eight hour day/forty hour
week made him feel both nauseous and numb. He was an actor, nothing
else. He was special, he was meant to do something exceptional with
his life – people had told him that since he was a child – and it
fueled his desire to avoid the real world.

He began looking in the classifieds. Most of the
jobs required three years experience, enthusiasm he didn’t have. He
had enthusiasm for acting, wasn’t that enough? He was nearly
paralyzed – not so much with discouragement as with annoyance at
having to bother. That very night – which convinced him that his
career was an act of unrandom magic – he met the agent Jordan
Douglass at a party thrown by Daniel Hargrove. She took him home
and he fucked her well. If he acted like he fucked, she joked, he
would definitely make it.

Michael moved in with Jordan Douglass and she took
him on as a pet project. She got him an audition for the cop movie,
“Killers.” He didn’t have to do any television or even cable, he
jumped right from one commercial into movies. In the movie he
played a criminal who becomes a cop. He got a lot of notice for
that movie, the good boy/bad boy role. “Killers” started
everything.

Who was that young actor? That was the question
after “Killers” came out. Maybe not in every home in America but
that was the question in Hollywood, and that was what mattered. He
expressed the right kind of male beauty and confidence, while at
the same time exhibiting a brooding sensitivity. “The Sensitive
Cowboy.” That was the title of the first magazine article about
him. “The Next James Dean?” was the caption of his first cover.
Agents and offers and screenplays began coming his way. And he
didn’t take it in with hectic, childlike excitement but with the
calm confidence of inevitability. That was just why he didn’t need
heroin anymore. He was feeling a natural high now. The world seemed
like it was put here for him alone. Music was sounding better, the
cracks on the sidewalks looked like wide and friendly smiles.
Everything had the steady hum of shine.

And the girls. Backstage at his college theatre was
nothing. The best he could do then was a blow job in the dark,
empty theatre still in costume, on stage. But now. A magazine cover
opened up women in a way nothing else could. It was almost a
reluctant opening up: they had no choice. He could have spent every
waking moment fucking if he wanted to but he still wanted to act.
He didn’t know where the drive came from, but he wanted more
movies, more magazines, a fluid frenzy of attention.

He didn’t know it at the time, but it was the same
relationship he had to drugs. He built up a tolerance. If he had
one magazine cover, he needed another one in a bigger magazine, a
longer article. He wasn’t aware of what triggered the drive but it
rumbled there with the same fluid frenzy.

And then he was famous. Pure, white fame. He
commanded money and love and everyone’s attention in the room.
Privately he thought this was what it was like to be God.
Everyone’s nervous but grateful reverence, his perceived
flawlessness.

From “Killers” he kept getting more work. He usually
played darker roles, a hustler, an inmate. He was acclaimed by both
critics and his peers. And eventually he starred in movies of his
own. The first was “The Dark Ages” and on the strength of that
success he could have ridden the wave of three bombs. But he
didn’t. He had three blockbusters in a row. “Down Below,” a
submarine drama, “Chapter Eleven,” about the rise and fall of a
business tycoon, and “The End of Time,” a sci-fi thriller about
dreams.

Then came “Back Seat Driver” – a
comedy that wasn’t funny. Nothing was so deadly as a bad comedy.
Michael Sennet learned what he couldn’t do: he couldn’t be funny.
The failure made Michael very nervous. It showed him that his
success wasn’t unconditional. He had to maintain his fame as if it
were a decaying body. He needed to add more movies, more girls,
more parties, and more drive, or else go back to the
skeleton of his past. From that point on a feeling always lingered:
fame, like life, was fleeting.

Despite the failure, Michael began earning fifteen
million dollars a movie. He hadn’t grown up poor but money was
never a forgotten issue. Growing up, his family lived in a house
with two stories, even a pool, but his father was always miserly
about money because his own father had been a struggling, immigrant
foot doctor. “Money is like water,” Michael’s father said. “There’s
never enough of it.” That statement didn’t account for the amount
of money Michael had now. He had exactly too much of it. There was
no way to get rid of fifteen million dollars except by burning it,
or giving it away. And he made fifteen million dollars – before
points – at least once a year. There was nothing he couldn’t
buy.

So Michael never had to worry
about money or women anymore, or people’s fawning graces. And if
you’ve never had this experience, it can be just as alienating as
world-hatred. If everybody treated you the same way life became
mild, like the L.A. weather, a kind of exalted uniformity. Those
times when he slowed down enough to think, he realized that he was
deeply bored. Thankfully he didn’t have to slow down very much.
There was always a première, or a meeting, or a production, or a TV
interview, or a girl. But during those down-times he would think,
what does a person do after they have everything? Find God? Pack
your bags and move to India and worship someone small and dark? He
didn’t have a decent answer. And so he spoke to that doubt as if it
were another person in the room, Fuck you, I’m bright as
light, I’m doing fine.

 


#

 


Driving. People’s eyes went wide
when they looked over and saw Michael Sennet driving next to them.
A black Jeep Limited. Something about that black car with the gold
lettering, Limited, made Michael think of a throne being carried through the
L.A. streets – held up by his money and fame.

There was only one good reason to
live in L.A.: Hollywood. The city was lit by a union of sunshine
and studio light – a strange, artificial light like a nighttime
sporting event that was so bright and electric that you couldn’t
believe any of it was real. Michael owned this city.
Everyone wanted to meet
him, be him. He could see the desire in everybody’s eyes, a kind of
breathing hope. Even the failure that existed here – and there was
more failure than success – was lifted up by his presence. They all
drove right alongside each other on their way to the same Pacific
Coast Highway, Westwood, Bel Air, San Vicente, Olympic, Pico,
Sunset Strip, Culver City, Hollywood Boulevard and
beyond.

He was their mayor – responsible for the city’s
optimism. He was even responsible for the economy. He was a
politician by default. More people wanted to see him driving on the
freeway than the mayor in a cold limousine. Maybe that’s why he
liked to drive so much. When he was driving he felt at home in the
sprawling city – in the whole city – because ALL of it would
welcome him with reverence, nervousness, encouraging laughter. And
that just made him feel good.

He was now on the 405, about to pull on the 10 to go
downtown to meet Marty Goldfarb – producer, friend – who was on the
set of a loft made to look like Soho, New York.

But he wasn’t paying attention. He
was about to miss his exit. He had to pull over three lanes in the
five lane highway, quickly. He was a good driver. He made the first
two in that beautiful smooth sweep that was like surfing. But the
offramp was almost here, and he wasn’t on it yet. If he didn’t pull
off soon he’d hit the yellow divider. He’d once seen in a movie
that it was filled with water. He didn’t want to hit that divider;
seemed too messy. He turned onto the offramp sharply and was forced
to pull directly in front of a pickup. The truck honked wildly,
skidding left then right then straight, and then it started
speeding up, its nose coming up to Michael’s rear like the
reprimanding eyes of a teacher. I guess
they don’t recognize me, Michael thought.
The pickup was right behind him, almost nudging him. Rust red,
dented, headlight eyes bearing down, it almost seemed to be
growling. This is like a
movie.

Michael sped up and looked in the
rearview mirror. The pickup sped up right along with him. They were
on the offramp, high above the city now, held up with columns that
would break in the coming earthquake. Michael’s heart
pounded. Imagine dying like
this, murdered, on the freeway. Such anger in this
city.

Finally, solace. The offramp was ending as they
pulled onto the 10. But this only made things worse. The pickup
sped up faster and tried to get right alongside Michael. Pretty
fast for a piece of shit. Michael had nowhere to go because some
silver hatchback was in front of him. And the pickup was almost
here. Who knew what kind of rage the pickup would inflict on him?
Michael looked over at the pickup with wide-blue-eyed fear. It
couldn’t have matched the look that the driver of the pickup made
when he realized who he had been toying with – a look of smiling,
red-eyed deviance that immediately changed to worried submission to
oh shit I didn’t see that car in front of me, swerve, change lanes,
hit the wall, sparks, crash against the side wall, up on two wheels
and topple over, skid on its side to a complete stop on the
shoulder of the 10, lucky I didn’t die, my heart is in my ass,
throat and feet.

Michael saw all this happen in his rearview mirror.
He immediately pulled to a stop on the narrow shoulder of the
freeway.

The pickup lay on its side a quarter mile away.
Michael wasn’t sure why he was walking in that direction – help,
vengeance, curiosity – he just was.

He was almost there. Some people were rubbernecking,
but most sped by, a sound like a swarm of indifferent killer bees.
The driver, dressed in overalls and a flannel shirt, a worker of
some kind but with no equipment in the back of his truck, had
managed to open the door of the pickup. He was trying to raise out
of the truck as if cracking out of an egg.

Michael arrived before the man could pull himself
all the way out.

The man looked up at Michael from inside his truck,
feet standing on the passenger door. He was overweight, pale,
meek-looking in person. Sad rather than angry.

“You,”
the man said.

“Me,” Michael replied.

“I didn’t know it was
you.”

“No.”

“If I had known I wouldn’t
of–”

“But you did. And look what’s
happened.”

Michael felt good now. This was why he had come back
here: humiliation.

The man made a thoughtful smile. He said, “I didn’t
think you were real. I thought you were animated.”

Michael glared. “You sure you want to be insulting
me. You’re in the middle of a predicament here.”

“Sorry. I’m sorry.”

The man frowned with guilt and some fear. He stared
up at Michael’s eyes made dark by sunglasses. It almost seemed as
if Michael wasn’t here to help.

Michael took a step back from the truck and surveyed
the moment. There was something searing, something pathetic, here.
A symbol and a symptom of how things could go wrong. All the dumb,
aggressive energy of this city crashed on the side of the freeway.
And I’m part of it.

Michael placed his hand on the roof of the truck and
peered down. The seats and the dash were cracked. It smelled of old
plastic. “Here, take my hand,” he said. He put his hand out. The
man grabbed it which felt strangely intimate, like old friends in
agreement. Michael started pulling.

A car started honking on the freeway. Michael turned
around. A girl in a red Nissan Sentra hung out the passenger side,
screaming, “Hey, Michael! I love you, Michael!” and drove on.

Everybody’s going to hear about this, Michael
thought.

He turned back to the truck. In one motion he pulled
the man out of his truck. Somehow the man wasn’t hurt. He brushed
off his pants and stood next to his truck, staring at it like it
was a big, collapsed pet.

“Thanks,” the man said, eyes still
on the truck. Then he looked at Michael worriedly, but with a
slight embarrassed grin. “You’re not, you know, gonna press charges
or anything, will you?”

Michael considered this with no change of
expression. “No sir,” he said. “I won’t if you won’t.”
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Martin Goldfarb

 


 


Martin Goldfarb. Fucking Marty Goldfarb. Almost as
if it were one word. A ball-breaker in the sense of breaking his
own balls along with everybody else’s balls. A Jew with a cross to
bear.

That’s not exactly true. Sometimes he could be weak
beyond weakness. That’s when you really didn’t want to get near
him. Soft and hurt was much more dangerous than blind, committed
rage because then you would be drawn in close to Marty Goldfarb.
Once you were drawn in close to Marty Goldfarb, it was easy to
betray Marty Goldfarb, and then he would attack you with the kind
of accuracy that once made the devil cry tears of joy.

 


#

 


Marty sat in his trailer now,
shittier than he was accustomed. He wasn’t the kind of person who
demanded air conditioning set to a perfect 71.5 degrees, leather
everywhere, a massage every five minutes – too much luxury made him
uncomfortable – but at least there could be some fucking
grapes. This trailer was
no different than the one for the first time supporting actress. He
was sixty-two years old. He had earned something, if not from age
alone, that’s all he was thinking. Fuck them, whoever they
were.

Maybe he was just feeling bad
about this movie. Usually a movie had one or two car chases worked
into the greater framework of the movie. But for this movie car
chases were the
movie.

No, that wasn’t it either. That
wasn’t something that usually bothered him. Actually, a film’s
success was a point of giant pride for him, regardless of what the
movie was about. Perhaps even because the movie was as empty as
this trailer, it made him feel like a magician getting something
out of nothing. There was artistry, even integrity, in making
money, in entertaining people. Christ, he told that artist residing
somewhere deep inside him, I’ll give you 100 million dollars and
lets see you make something watchable, even meaningful. It’s hard
to make entertainment, as hard as it is to make some
meaningful streak of red
across a canvas.

Ironically, the reason they were filming here in
shitty downtown was because the scene called for our hero, the race
car driver/crime solver, to be busy seducing a Soho artist. Oh to
have such beautiful control over these things.

Marty thought his respect for the
past was what separated him from most people in the industry. He
dreamed of creating great things, Oscar winners, not just
money-makers. For most people in Hollywood, the history of movies
was as neglected as the history of art. Some basis in the past was
necessary or else it was like giving creative control to an
unformed child. There were people in the industry, especially the
new young people, especially agents, who thought that Hollywood was
the only place on earth. If you lived here long enough you began to
think that there was nothing in the world more important than
Hollywood – not realizing that people in the computer industry,
people in the car industry, people in the toilet paper industry, thought the
same way. Everyone needed toilet paper. In a town where only what
was happening now was important, how well the last movie did, or
didn’t, people forgot that they were a part of a great, steady
cycle, even if only a century old. Perhaps the writers thought this
way. They thought about their place among the beautiful old
architecture, elaborate theaters and Spanish tile, much of it
crumbling and forgotten. Some of the most successful actors thought
this way as well. Their wealth and glamour had its place next to
the black and white visions of the past. But most of the eager,
agented faces, or the agents and executives themselves, were so
frenetic with competition and success that they forgot about the
past. It didn’t matter if they made classic movies as long as they
lived well. They ate their commissary lunches with smiling pride,
but not with so much regard. Maybe this forgotten past was why
movies had become so bad. The movies themselves were crumbling with
the architecture.

Marty openly knew that what he did
was bullshit. It wasn’t useless, but he knew happy endings
were full of shit, nobody ever rode into the sunset, because he
never had, even if he did own a summer home in Los Angeles, as
pointless as having a winter home in the arctic. He just wasn’t an
artist, that’s all. It didn’t seem worth the self-torture when he
was worth 50 million dollars and movies made people, cry, laugh,
and fear – all things good art was supposed to do. He chose to stay
with what he could do well, sell things that moved people in a
basic way, but moved them just the same. And shit, if selling
didn’t have its own kind of artistry. Just like a baseball pitcher
painted corners, he was painting the landscape of America in its
malls, on its highways, on the grand, bland surface of suburban
America. And he was comfortable in that role.

It was an America he’d never known. He’d grown up in
Long Island, not Nebraska. And like any Jew he longed to be white.
For him the Shiksa Goddess was the public, the strip malls, the
American cars, proms, football, all the shit he hadn’t known,
secretly hated, and envied the way a depressive envied sanity. But
here he was, the hairball Jew, dictating what all those people paid
to see. He’d married his Goddess. Aside from the movies themselves,
this may have been his greatest achievement.

There was art in entertainment.
There was art in entertainment. He was an artist, damnit. He
was.

Christ, why was he having this argument with himself
again? Anxiety. Something else was bothering him. The phone was
ringing, and call it man’s intuition, he did not have a good
feeling about what was going to come at him from the other end. The
phone rang again and the little light on the phone flickered like
it was going out. He picked up the phone.

“Yes?”

“We need milk,” a voice
said.

Marty’s heart sank. “What?” he said.

“Milk,” the voice
repeated.

“That’s why you’re calling me? To
tell me we need milk?”

“Yes. No. I want talk to
you.”

Oh, Jesus. This shouldn’t be. This shouldn’t ever
have been. Esmerelda was her name. He liked that. But how could he
have gotten involved in this? The maid. The fucking maid. It was
almost too obvious a thing for him to do. But then he thought, I
work in obvious things: the movies I produce. So maybe it was right
for him to be screwing the Mexican maid every Monday, Wednesday,
and Friday.

Because he loved the Spanish asses. They all wore
these jeans tight as skin. He didn’t know where they bought them
because he had never seen them on anyone but the Mexican maids. And
all of them were plump so they shouldn’t have been wearing jeans
like that at all. What made a woman with a fat body wear tight
clothes? It had an ignorant sort of boldness that he respected and
he wouldn’t quarrel with those acid-tight discount jeans because he
liked the plump Spanish asses, liked them more than he should.

There had been a succession of maids ever since they
had moved to their house in the Hollywood hills. They always seemed
to need to be replaced. They went back to Mexico, or Ecuador or
wherever they were from, or they got another job. He didn’t know
exactly what happened to them but suddenly they would vanish and a
new woman would be washing dishes, taking care of the kids, padding
through the house with plump armfuls of laundry. And he had
thoughts about all of them. The thoughts were suppressed because
usually he was too busy to bother, or it was too difficult to go
through the motions, or, after all, he was married. But on those
days when he worked at home he could feel them in the house with
him. Sometimes they would come into his office by mistake and blink
nervously to the ground, saying, “I sorry,” like a Mexican geisha.
Sometimes he would brush past them when he went to get something
from the kitchen and they were doing the dishes. Jesus, why was it
so sexy to watch the maids do his dishes? Their plump ass made
tight by the jeans, their hands glistening with water and soap,
their eyes soft with concentration. Every time he would get his
drink or whatever it was, go back to his office, and cloud himself
with work.

Then one day he decided, This is MY house. Why am I
feeling like the weak one here? They come from their little
one-story houses with dusty front yards and torn furniture in their
American form of Mexico and then come here to my house with a
stone-lined pool, skylights, marble kitchen, two-car fireplace,
waxed wooden floors, matching, matching decor, and they want me to
come up behind them when they’re washing dishes and stroke their
thick but soft Mexican hair.

And so that’s what he did. He waited for when
Esmerelda was washing dishes because her hands would be submerged
in his dirty plates and her defenses would be down.

He came up behind her and put his
wide, dark hands – well-haired since he was fifteen – on her
lavender shoulders. She shuddered and softened almost as if she had
been expecting him. Then he turned her around and he kissed her. He
couldn’t think of any other way to do it. He couldn’t
talk to her. He kissed
her. Her hands dangled by her sides, unfighting.

He stopped the kiss and looked at her. Her eyes were
as glistening as her hands and she had the same shy, demure smile
she always had. “What,” she said, and then either stopped herself
or couldn’t find anything to say. He had her, he thought. Nothing
was going to stop him. He was the man of the house.

He brought her to a bedroom, a guest bedroom. She
walked slowly as if this was the way to a kind of punishment, but
she never stopped. And then they had the best, most foreign sex
Martin Goldfarb could ever recall. Maybe because she was so timid
about it. Timid and explosive at once. Shy but overeager, as if the
ice between rich man and maid had finally been broken. It was a
beautiful kind of release.

And now she was on the phone, asking about milk or
something else.

“We need milk,” she
said.

“Milk? What does that have to do
with me, Esmerelda?”

“I want you to – you need to bring
milk.”

“Esmerelda, this is crazy. I can’t
bring milk home right now.”

Then he understood. She was trying to get him to
come home and this was her small, naive way of speaking in code.
Probably because his wife was home.

“Is Judy there?”

“Yes. But she leaving.”

“Couldn’t you have fucking waited
until then?” He stopped. He didn’t want to yell. She was breakable.
“I’m sorry. I can’t come home right now. I’m working.”

“OK,” she said softly, so
regrettably soft, in her thick Spanish accent.

They hung up the phone.

Almighty. What was it about women, all women, that
they were exactly the same? They didn’t change if they were poor,
rich, or just off the boat. They all wanted more. Even the maid.
Marty wanted to meet a woman who he could fuck without commitment.
He could get a prostitute but he like the way women in love looked
at him, luminously soft, and they screwed better that way. A
prostitute could never give him that. No matter what price. What he
needed was a women who he could love and play with and then turn
off. Actually switch off. Oh shit, now he was getting ugly. Women
were all right, he amended.

Things had started out fine with
Esmerelda. They had gone into the guest bedroom and then she
continued her work, washing the sheets from the guest bedroom along
with the rest of the laundry. But then she began
missing him. This had
started recently, with phone calls like the one for milk. Once she
had called and said “Hello” and just remained silent, like a
teenager making a silent call to a crush.

What made Marty most annoyed was that the more
things got complicated with her love and attachment, the more he
had to put an end to it, and he didn’t want to put an end to it. He
liked fucking her in the guest bedroom and going back to work. He
worked better that way, with a stronger, earned confidence. She was
too timid a woman to ever tell Judy anything, but she wasn’t very
sharp either and something might slip. Marty didn’t want to divorce
his wife, as much as he sometimes hated her.

Judy Krassner. That was one ugly name. Jew-dy. She
was so much a Jap that she’d even come from Israel. Sometimes he
felt as if he was his own personal Pearl Harbor.

Even so, he didn’t want to break up that house. He
liked the kids, James and Rachel, both in college, Lydia living in
New York trying to be a fashion designer. And Judy did perform a
function. He couldn’t go to every award ceremony and premiere
alone. Sometimes he even liked Judy. He wasn’t so callous. He
remembered when they first met, on the Santa Monica pier, both
watching the fishermen. It was such a perfectly romantic scene, how
could he find fault in it? They had the usual struggling years in a
small apartment. Even though she was a rich girl, the daughter of
someone in Israeli government, she didn’t take the money coming to
her, which sometimes irritated him, sometimes he admired. All that
time he was working: first for a bastard of an agent, Peter
Johnson, then at Lorimar Pictures, becoming a vice-president, then
at Fox, and finally on his own with a deal with Columbia Pictures.
It was the steady anticipation of success that made their early
marriage so romantic. They’d been through a lot together. He could
never forget it.

But she had become something of a
money-spending, mirror-loving beast. Everything was excess. At the
last Christmas party she had rented a snow machine and bought four
Christmas trees. Four Christmas trees. Scattered throughout the house were every
Nutcracker man she could find in the antique shops around L.A.
There was enough food and pastry to feed four Christmas trees worth
of parties and it ended up costing $45,000. Their oldest daughter’s
wedding had only cost twenty.

He couldn’t be sure of it but he was almost certain
that she bought a new piece of clothing every day. Many items of
clothing in her closet dangled with pricetags and would never be
worn. And every single day she had a facial. The facials made her
face so pure and without blemish that the rose of her cheeks had
taken on a hard, plastic sheen. She was still attractive, a woman
other women wanted to look like – blonde, thin in a way only L.A.
wives were thin – a flawless breed of woman, like an actress who
had never seen an inch of cellulite and whose clothes always fit
right. But at times Marty would look at his wife and think she
looked like a crazy, expensive clown.

Aside from that, they got along
well enough. They ate well, talked well. Judy was fascinated and
elated by everything that went on in Hollywood. She loved to
entertain. She was a great hostess. In that way they were perfect
companions. Marty may have been an unstoppable talker in the office
or at lunches, but his mind would often shut down when he got home
– a daily, scheduled collapse. Judy was good for him those times –
running the house, running those necessary parties, talking when he
could only listen, feeding him. He loved her. He
did.

Christ. Women. He couldn’t think about this.
Esmerelda and Jew-dy would have to wait. Michael Sennet was coming
to the set for a meeting.

With Michael Sennet, Marty had his
best partnership. They had made five films together, starting with
“Killers.” He felt, and wasn’t inaccurate in feeling, that he had
discovered Michael Sennet. This in itself could have been his
finest achievement and proof of his instinct. Each movie was more
successful than the last but it was the third movie, “Dark Ages,”
that had been Michael’s breakthrough and kept him at his current
level. And so their relationship was one of mutual gratitude.
Sometimes it was clouded by the usual Hollywood unsentimental
bullshit that made everyone forget anything anybody had ever done
for them – oh yeah, you, I guess we have a past. But they skated through those
impulses and stayed working together at a regular pace. Marty liked
to think he was a mentor.

There was a knock on the trailer door. Jessica, his
secretary who needed to be fired, poked her head inside and said,
“Michael Sennet’s here,” with the small, unavoidable smile that
girls always had when they saw Michael. It was the same look women
had after good sex – eyes wet with sensual gratitude – and all
Michael did was arrive. To be that man.

Michael entered the trailer looking sullen.

Marty stood up and walked quickly towards Michael
with his hand outstretched, like a host at a party trying to make
every guest feel welcome.

“Michael, the word’s already going
around that you saved a man’s life.”

“Already? It’s only been a half
hour.”

“Half hour hell. I bet that guy
was on the phone in five minutes. He’s already on TV.”

“Really?”

Michael smiled a little at this news.

“It’s a hell of a thing. If only
it were a movie, we could’ve made some money off of it.”

“Oh, we’ll make some money off of
it,” Michael said sourly.

“I suppose you’re right. We should
just film you for a day, release that. People would line around the
block. Just Michael Sennet performing his normal human duty as
hero, king, and God.”

Michael didn’t smile, appearing neither kingly nor
Godly.

Marty took a seat behind his small trailer desk. He
watched Michael staring at his hands as if they were
disappearing.

“How is it, Mike?” Marty asked.
“You’ve looked better.”

“I have? I’m all
right.”

“You look down.”

“I guess I’m tired, that’s
all.”

“That’s anybody’s excuse, not
yours.”

“Well, Dr. Goldfarb, I’m tired
because I’ve been fucking all night.”

Marty smiled enviously. “That true?”

“No, but it could be.”

Michael grinned.

Marty paused, the envy changing to an old ugly Jew’s
regret. “What is it, then?”

“Shit, I don’t know. Do we have to
talk about this? I guess I’m bored.”

“Bored? What could you be bored
with?”

“Well, tell me this. What do you
do after you’ve slept with the most beautiful woman that’s ever
walked the earth. Snorted the best heroin to ever grow out of Asia.
Starred in one of the top five movies of all time. Achieved the
best of everything and now, now, saved somebody’s
life?”

Marty rolled back in his swivel chair as if away
from a bad smell. “Jesus, maybe you should see a shrink.”

“No, I’m just in a mood. We get
this way, did you know that?”

Marty nodded seriously, feeling both paternal and
self-preserving. “You need to get back to work, that’s what you
need to do.”

“Yes. This always happens to me
when I’m not working.”

“You read anything?”

“Nothing, really. You?”

“Nothing so striking or nothing
that doesn’t need a lot of work. What do you think you want to
do?”

“Something without special
effects. Something without bullshit. Something human.”

Marty shuffled uneasily in his chair. He said – as
if his words would rain gravely down – “So you want to make
something small.”

Michael nodded and smiled as if
hearing the word for the first time. “Yes,” he said. “I want to
make something small.”
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Curt Knudsen

 


 


All of a sudden there were three shapes in the sky.
They each looked as large as the moon – rows upon rows of lights
and windows, hovering over the hillside, dwarfing the houses. This
seemed familiar somehow, it had happened before, or this was always
happening and he just now took the time to see it. Something like
that. He should probably tell someone about this. But they might
just gawk at him like he was crazy. They didn’t understand the
connection he had to these shapes in the sky, circles and triangles
and rectangles all lit up. He stared at the three U.F.O.s as if he
had been chosen to see them. The world’s never going to be the same
after this, he thought. Finally. That made him feel a happiness
stronger than falling.

Curt opened his eyes in bed. Damn, that wasn’t real.
But it felt real as anything. Maybe the aliens were appearing in a
dream. That’s how they traveled. Abducting him in his dreams.

Curt’s head cleared of sleep and
he realized, no, that’s just a dream. Not the strangest dream he
ever had, but not the calmest either. He went through phases when
he was dreaming all the time and then times when he wasn’t dreaming
at all, like his mind didn’t want to tell him stories. He had been
dreaming pretty heavily for about three weeks now. This was the
first UFO dream and he didn’t know where the hell it had come from.
Shit, yeah he did. His brother Carl had been telling stories about
fighting in Vietnam the night before. “Chinks are like aliens,” he
said. “You ever see a picture of an alien everybody’s always
talking about? They got the same yellow skin and big, slanted eyes.
Shit, I bet the Japanese are in line with them right now. All the technology
they’ve got. And the food. You ever see what alien fucking food
those fuckers eat? Wouldn’t surprise me if they were from a
different planet altogether.”

Curt sat up in bed. The room was wood-paneled. White
sheets, white blankets, black bed-frame. One dresser and a
nightstand matched the fake wood of the walls.

Half-naked, Cindy sat at the edge of the bed
watching TV, bathing the room in a flickering, but dead, gray
light.

“Jesus, Cindy, I told you to not
watch the TV while I’m asleep,” Curt said. “That shit enters my
dreams.”

“What you been dreaming about?”
Cindy asked.

“That doesn’t matter. I just don’t
like the TV on while I’m sleeping.”

“You been dreaming about the local
news? I been watching the local news.”

“Will you just listen to me. Why
do you gotta make this so hard? Turn off the Goddamn
TV.”

Cindy looked at him blankly – no frown, no smile,
nothing. “I been watching this report on Michael Sennet,” she said,
ignoring him entirely. “You know, the actor? Seems he pulled
somebody out of a flaming car accident.”

“That so,” Curt said, trying not
to pay attention to her.

“Yep. Look, there it is again.
It’s all over the place.”

Cindy turned up the TV with her toe. A few weeks
back she had seen a report about some beautiful girl who didn’t
have any arms and had learned to do everything, even drive, with
her feet. Cindy thought if she could do that with her feet while
still having her arms, she’d just be unstoppable. But she wasn’t
very good at it and now the TV was too loud.

A blonde reporter was standing street level in front
of the 101. The wind blew. “…freeway behind me. Michael Sennet
added another success to his list of credits today by saving a
man’s life. Eyewitness accounts say that the man was trapped in his
car after crashing against the wall and flipping over on the
east-bound 10. Sennet stopped and helped the man out of his car.
Incredibly, no one was hurt. Michael Sennet was not available for
comment but a spokesperson said that he is happy that he could be
of service and he is relieved that the man is doing well. Back to
you in the studio.”

Cindy turned to Curt. “Isn’t that something?”

“That’s something,” Curt said.

Curt got out of bed, wanting to get away from Cindy
and the TV. He went into the living room.

There was a TV in there too. A one-bedroom apartment
1000 square feet and there’s gotta be two TVs. This was where his
life had turned. There was no going back because there was nothing
to go back to. At least he had some company, he thought. Cindy was
cheaper than keeping a prostitute, if not much less annoying. And
she was cute, in a fat sort of way.

Curt sat on the couch which was covered with a blue
blanket after the dog – Sue, a dog named Sue – had pissed on it one
too many times. The dog was sixteen, going on seventeen, and it had
lost bladder control recently. The blanket masked only half the
smell. That’s not right, Curt thought, it just isn’t right, but he
kept sitting there. Where else was he going to go?

He stared in front of him at the wall opposite the
couch. On the wall there was a framed poster for the movie “The
Eyes of Laura Mars.” He hadn’t even seen the movie but he liked the
poster, that woman’s white eyes. Behind the poster was something
that usually calmed him down. On the peeling white wall there were
seven license plates, all from California, some blue, some plain
white, some white with the orange sunset: DGRSFAN, IBRK4ME,
STGEMOM, SXYURPN, JESUS4U, BEMYGRL, NVRLERN.

Cindy hadn’t ever seen them. She followed the Vanity
Plate Killer case in the newspaper and on TV (this might have been
the main reason he wanted her to not watch TV while he was sleeping
– he didn’t want to start dreaming about people talking about him)
but she wasn’t bright enough to connect the obvious. It was risky
to keep her around but Curt was the type who needed a woman at all
times in order to feel grounded and good about himself. Besides, if
Cindy ever did find out that Curt was the killer, she’d be excited
to be living with the local killer she’d seen on TV. Sometimes she
said she’d even make believe that Curt was the Vanity Plate Killer.
That was when Cindy was better than any prostitute.

So Curt wasn’t worried about
Cindy. No, Curt didn’t worry about much. To him, to old
girlfriends, even so far back as to people in elementary school, it
was his finest quality. He could get annoyed, angry, bitter, even
violent, but he never got worried. He never got anxious. And he
didn’t like anxious people. Cindy was never anxious – although that
was because she never really thought about anything, to her things
just happened –
but still he liked that about her. The Jews, now, they were an
anxious people. Nervous, neurotic. They were his least
favorite people, and maybe the reason this whole vanity plate thing
had started in the first place.

Curt belonged to the American Purity Church. It was
a tight knit group – there were only fifteen of them – started by
his friend and mentor Dusty Macelroy. Dusty said that the Jews were
descendants of the devil. Adam and Eve were the first Jews. Eve was
seduced by the snake, Satan. Jews were impure from the very
beginning. So whites were the only pure race. But Dusty took this
theory into a whole new direction, a direction Curt respected, and
the reason they had moved to Los Angeles. Hollywood, Dusty said,
was run by Jews, founded by Jews. Hollywood was the devil itself,
spreading its Jewish impurity. Un-holywood, Dusty called it.

Two years earlier they had decided
to move to the heart of the beast. They were Curt, Cindy, Dusty, and
four others, two who moved back immediately after finding that they
couldn’t handle the city after Willamette, South Carolina, and two
others, a married couple named Jim and Sally Brooker who died in a
car accident only three months after they had moved there – which
told everyone they had done the right thing by moving to Los
Angeles. Obviously it was sinful and worth cleansing.

The congregation met sporadically, maybe once a
month. “Congregation” was perhaps the wrong word. The whole point
was that they weren’t a religion. They were anti-Christian. They
didn’t want to live by the standards of their childhoods, which had
been pretty un-Christian. The APC wasn’t as organized as Curt would
have liked. Most of the time the Purity Church consisted of only
Curt and Dusty sitting in Dusty’s small house in Culver City and
talking about anything, even sports. Twice they had a picnic, and
three times they had everyone in a room together at the same time,
but mostly it was just Dusty and Curt.

The Vanity Plate Killings were Curt’s idea, and
Curt’s alone. Dusty didn’t even know about Curt being the killer.
He knew about it in the sense that he’d read about it – everybody
had – but he never put it together that Curt himself was
responsible. Curt wanted it that way. He wanted to keep it a secret
so he could spring it like a surprise gift when the time was right.
Seven murders in the name of everything they talked about. The
longer Curt held out, the more the gift would rise in esteem. He
wasn’t sure when he would reveal it because he knew he still had
work to do. Sometimes Curt would tremble with little-boy madness
that he couldn’t deal this hand he held. He was the talk of the
city and he didn’t always get the respect he thought he deserved.
Dusty always had the floor. But he kept to his plan – willpower was
something Dusty talked about a lot. Being stronger than all the
common weakness.

The way the Vanity Plate Killer idea started was
this: his friends Jim and Sally had gotten into an accident with a
car that had the license plate AGR8LVR. The accident had actually
been Jim’s fault – he was just too overwhelmed by the city and he
lost concentration, took a left turn when he shouldn’t have – but
that fucking license plate, A Great Lover, or Liver if you wanted
to look at it that way: it was the final insult. Jim had lived long
enough in a hospital bed to tell Curt about the license plate. He
also told Curt about the fearful but calm look of his wife before
she died. Sally had been so pummeled by the oncoming car that her
collar bone had broken through her skin and stabbed Jim in the
right shoulder. Jim was stabbed by the bones of his own wife.

Jim and Sally had a happy marriage, the only one
Curt had ever witnessed. Curt’s parents were bad, trash, leave it
at that. He didn’t dwell on it. Jim and Sally were good people.
They worked for a living, knew about some things, didn’t get in
your way, agreed with you about the more important things. They
were how people were supposed to be. It was Sally who was more
involved in the church than Jim. She did some secretarial work,
typed up some of Dusty’s ideas, put titles on them and made them
look like articles. Sometimes she mailed the articles to members of
Congress or part-time members scattered across the country. So
except for the violent dislike Sally had of foreigners, something
she said she’d had since she was born, Sally and Jim were gentle
people. They were boring people, sure. Jim was basically a doormat.
Sally collected little cat figurines. They had come to L.A. not out
of any great passion, but because Dusty had asked them to – they
had all known each other since high school. But Jim and Sally loved
each other and that was enough for Curt.

To be killed by some fucker with that license plate,
it still filled Curt with anger. To die in a car accident in Los
Angeles, hit by a BMW with vanity plates, it was a symbol or a
symptom of something larger. L.A. was a warzone full of riots,
fires, mudslides, a Biblical amount of tragedy. And every kind of
foreigner in the melting pot. L.A. was like hell in America, all
the way south and west.

And then there was Hollywood. The pumping heart of
the City of Angels. Celebrity was an ethnic group in itself, a
dangerous minority. Minorities were the most dangerous when people
started thinking they were equal. People didn’t just think
celebrities were equal, people thought they were better. Be them
black, Mexican, Chinese, or Jew. And behind them all, Jews were
calling the shots. He’d even heard that some of them were gay Jews.
It was like affirmative action taken to the extreme, a select few
risen to the rank of untouchable. Hollywood was the capital of
America, and America was the capital of the world, so there was a
lot at stake.

This was Dusty talking mainly. But
Curt agreed. The Vanity Plate Murders came out of their talks. What
was a better symbol of everything that was wrong with this country
than Los Angeles? And what was a better symbol of Los Angeles than
a California vanity plate? These days vanity was like a race. So
Curt was doing what he and Dusty had originally set out to do when
they came here: shake people up, change minds, maybe even hurt
people who deserved it. What Curt was most proud of was that he was
doing it by himself. Dusty, his mentor, was still just spouting
words. Sometimes he thought Dusty was full of shit. All talk no
action. Dusty talked on and on about getting the word out. He even
talked about getting on TV. Fight fire with fire, he said. But that
never happened. Curt was the Vanity Plate Killer.
Him. The newspapers
wrote about him everyday. For the first time in his life he had
accomplished something.

So Cindy watching the news about some celebrity
helping somebody wasn’t making Curt very happy. He could go up to
the TV and turn it off but she would whine in a way that was even
more grating than television, and she’d probably just turn it back
on, glaring at him with her brand of female indifference. It was a
choice between two sounds he didn’t want to hear.

Curt decided to let the TV run. At least the volume
could be turned down on the TV.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Michael Sennet

 


 


“How does it feel to be a
hero?”

“Are you going to make a movie out
of the experience?”

“How old was he? Was he handsome?
Were you lovers?”

Michael was leaving the set when they pounced on
him. He didn’t know how the hell they had gotten here so fast. But
they always did. They arrived before his publicist had a chance to
promote the story. Even if the guy in the truck had gotten on the
phone to the news in five minutes, that information had to somehow
make its way to the tabloids, and then they had to find out where
Michael was going to be – he’s having a meeting with Marty
Goldfarb? Where’s he? What set? Michael didn’t know if every little
receptionist was selling information but it seemed like his entire
appointment book was public. If by some chance there was an
emergency and he had to be taken to the hospital, the photographers
would be at the hospital before him.

Hyenas hovered around lions waiting to eat the
scraps of their kill. The paparazzi were worse than that. Hyenas
fed off death. The paparazzi fed off life, turning it into a kind
of living imprisoned death. He could get bitter about it, you know,
humorless.

I shouldn’t complain, he reminded himself. It goes
with the territory. That was easier said than done. Try being blind
for a day, this wasn’t so different. To have your access to a
regular life stripped away every time you left the house, it wasn’t
so different than blindness.

But then, he wouldn’t trade it for
anything. He actually shuddered when he thought about going back to
being an unknown. To just walk into a convenience store, buy your
beer or whatever, and leave just like anybody. He fed off the
desire people had to just say hello to him and be able to tell
their friends that they had said hello to somebody famous, that
they had seen somebody famous – “He’s just a regular guy. He said ‘hello’
back.” “Yeah, I like him.” All said with the pride of
someone involved.
Secretly he knew that he was just an elevated stranger. He shit,
breathed, and smelled just like everybody. But they didn’t know
that. Somehow in the translation from movie or magazine or
television to eyes, people thought his very shit was laced with
silver. That his whole body had a shine about it as if he were
always smiling, even if on that day he was really just feeling like
unlaced shit. So if to be famous was to be struck with a blindness
to normal life, it also struck blindness in the public. Because
even if he was in a fouler mood, his underwear was riding his ass,
those hemorrhoids burned and itched at once, all they saw was
MICHAEL SENNET, someone who was collectively loved.

And so he did have the paparazzi to thank in some
way. Without their constant attention, people wouldn’t be treating
him the way they did. Still, they were such ugly little people.
Some of them were slick and looked like second-rate fashion
photographers. But the ones who got in his face most, the ones who
hid in the bushes like licensed perverts: they were the ugliest.
Michael imagined them all to be like Igor, shuffling along,
humpbacked, eyes on either side of their head, “Yes, master. No,
master.” To be nothing but parasites of somebody else’s
accomplishment, it made Michael feel kind of sick. Why would you
want to do that with your life? Who knew what made people move, all
Michael knew was that he hated paparazzi. He hated them both in the
way a prisoner hated his jailer, and a slave hated his freedom.

Big Brother did exist – it existed for celebrities.
There was always a camera on him keeping tabs on his every
movement. When he walked down the street everybody was cataloging
him with their eyes, while photographers were documenting him with
the permanent eye of the camera. It was enough to drive Michael
back into heroin.

Acting was already an impossibly subtle artform.
Every movement or twitch of the face had to be refined. Every
emphasis on a word had to carry detailed weight. The smallest slip
could come out an embarrassment. Tender could look comic, anger
could look cartoon. This sense of perfection crossed over into his
life. Everybody was as eager to find fault in him as they were in
celebrating him.

Most people were self-conscious
enough to watch themselves as if looking in a mirror. But they had
the freedom to know that they weren’t truly being documented except
by ego or God. It was different for Michael Sennet.
Everybody was watching him, even other celebrities – so that’s what he’s like, he lacks such
composure? And photographers were the worst, making a living out of
his every slip, turning small mistakes into personal acts of war.
He couldn’t even lift a hand without being labeled abusive, or out
of control. SENNET’S MIDNIGHT RAMPAGE was the headline when he
pushed a valet who refused to give him his keys without a $500 tip.
Of course there happened to be a photographer waiting in the bushes
for something just like that to happen. It had a tendency to make
him feel permanently defensive, breakably tense. Smile for the
camera, he reminded himself. Don’t bite the claw that feeds
you.

Most often Michael let the dream
remain a dream and not diverge into a schizophrenic nightmare. But
if you caught him in a bad enough mood, the paparazzi were the
enemy. He could picture himself in a straight jacket in a padded
room screaming, “They’re out there, watching me.” But this wasn’t a
delusion. They really were out
there, watching him. And so sometimes the
paparazzi became the object of his despair, the very reason for all
his vaulted self-consciousness and hatred.

And here they were now in front of him. Five
photographers. Microphones and cameras out. He was trying to walk
back to his car parked outside Marty Goldfarb’s set on some
trash-worn downtown street, and they were asking:

“Are you going to see the driver
again?”

“Why’d you do it,
Mike?”

This one made Michael look over. What made him do
it? They were turning an act of benevolence into an act of
violence. He almost answered honestly, but then he said, “He needed
help.”

He must have looked bitter. This next question stuck
to him:

“What’s the matter, Mike? Are you
tired of being famous?”

Michael stopped. He stared at the
group who were paused with eyes wide, an expression like they were
waiting for him to break or fly. He shouldn’t have said anything –
he knew this – but he didn’t, he couldn’t, stop:

“Am I tired of being famous? When
I look at you people I get real tired of being famous.”

A flash of a camera and a FREEZE
FRAME. Imagine a movie: Michael Sennet’s face caught in a demonic
pause – I get real tired of being
famous – hair that’s usually pressed and
straight is sticking to his sweaty forehead, eyes wide and swirling
with a kind of anxious anger, hand made into a fist but he can’t
swing it because that would only make things worse, so the feeling
of that fist flows through his blood and stays there.

 


FREEZE FRAME melts. Michael was pulling up to his
Brentwood mansion – on Bentley Terrace, north of Sunset. The garage
door slowly opened. It was good to be home; there’s safety here.
Most of the house couldn’t be seen from the top of the dead end
street. The paparazzi could only see the top of a Spanish tiled
roof. The house looked like it could have been only three or four
rooms. But once inside, the house just seemed to keep on going. Of
course, the house had a view of the endless L.A. city lights, the
token view of anyone with money. It also had a view of the mountain
range and the other mansions belonging to people who had clearly
Made It. The houses were comfortable on their perch. Michael loved
the house because he felt at home in the whole mountainside. We
belong here, the houses said. All the houses were rustic, always
tended by a gardener or a silent maid invisibly carrying laundry
around the house, a cutting board in the middle of a cool marble
kitchen, at least two refrigerators, clean, silver cars in the
garage, unduplicated furniture, the living room seemingly untouched
by company, frozen in time like a photograph, and through it all
was permeated the quiet feeling of confidence and comfort – the
house was conducive to calm like an office was conducive to work,
as if money could absorb expression.

A mudslide could spell death to Michael’s house, but
right now it couldn’t have looked more alive. The back of the house
revealed a series of decks. It looked more like a small hotel than
a house, with one of the decks having its own private swimming pool
with a waterfall that started upstairs, outside the living room. It
was a country house in the city, a country club all its own.

The house was too much for one man, really. And so
it wasn’t. Cheryl Leigh also lived there. That’s right, Michael
Sennet had a wife.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Cheryl Leigh

 


 


One way to describe Cheryl Leigh was to say that she
was the human equivalent of that house. She had a female perfection
that other women envied, but failed trying. Naturally, she had a
face that other women chiseled away to achieve – sharp, refined
nose, puffy lips, wide hazel eyes, long locks of black hair. She
was unfair looking. But, like Michael, sometimes it was easier to
appreciate perfection than fight it.

She did have her imperfections. First and foremost
may have been her marriage to Michael Sennet. She knew that Michael
behaved like a bachelor. But what could she do about it exactly –
it was like asking a lottery winner not to spend money. It wasn’t
so much about Michael’s weakness to temptation as a participation
in something he’d earned. It hurt her, of course, but she had her
own life. She wasn’t some pathetically ignored housewife, she was a
successfully working actress.

Cheryl had started on television, same as Michael.
She was in a failed pilot for a sit-com, a show that ran six
episodes about serial killing, called “Knife Point,” and nine
commercials, mostly for beer, soap. She was the woman in the
commercial for body wash that showed half a woman’s breast that had
caused a stir. After that she was on a soap opera called “Bourbon
Street” for three years – which to her felt like pornography
without the sex. Not to say she wasn’t proud of the work – there
she was on screen, acting – but she really wanted to be in film.
More to the point, she knew soap operas and commercials weren’t the
highest class and she had a family who would never let her forget
it.

Her father. Richard Leigh, don’t
call him Dick, was a very smart man. A literature professor.
Opinionated, passionate, cynical, talented, brutally accurate in
his assessment of people. She grew up in a house in which books
were as much a part of the house as the tables and chairs, perhaps
even more so. The house breathed intelligence. Cluttered but
organized, fiercely intellectual, formidable. And Richard Leigh,
the man lectured for a living. Cheryl knew that her father didn’t
approve of what she was doing. Mostly he was critical of her time
spent on commercials and soap operas. He did like movies – “I
like films,” he
said – but there was a sense of underlying judgment about the
direction she had taken. That’s not to say he was a completely
unsupportive father. She was happy. He did want that for her. And
he knew it was hard to make a living. But there was a limit to
attention and success before it got in the way of the greater
aspirations, which for her was acting. And what did magazines have
to do with acting?

Her relationship to Michael was
very closely tied up in all this. The marriage seemed to foster all
the attention, it seemed to beg for it. That the world ran on TV
and magazines didn’t matter to Richard Leigh. His world didn’t, and so it didn’t
matter. Great art was being drowned out by all the popular noise.
Why poison the air with more of it? Cheryl made a point not to
fight him about it because privately she knew he was right. Even
so, she liked some of the parties she was now going to, the award
ceremonies, the photo shoots, the locations, the attention. What’s
wrong with a woman feeling beautiful? It’s part of being a woman.
(Except if the man was Michael Sennet and then you found yourself
in strange womanly competition with him – not so much for how he
regarded himself, but how he was regarded.) Her father liked women
who carried themselves like women. Just look at her mother –
beautiful, a former dancer, now a part-time non-fiction editor, a
man’s woman. He even liked some of the movies she was now doing.
Despite the occasional moments of praise, Cheryl could feel her
father beckoning to her, Come on, my Cherie, this isn’t what’s
important, come back home.

Yet Cheryl continued being on the soap opera. If
nothing else, it was a stepping stone. When she met Michael and
they started seeing each other, she knew unspokenly that the
relationship was a career move. Two actors together made one
powerful actor, like some kind of child’s transforming toy. That
was crass, she knew, but it was also exciting. When they came
together, she felt as part of the city as the Hollywood sign.
Michael had such a deep regard for Old Hollywood and their romance
seemed like part of a lasting tradition, something as immortal as
art. She loved thinking that way: in grand, explosive sentiments, a
way of equating her life with literature. Who didn’t think the past
was more romantic than the present? Michael gave her a sense of
connection to all the great romances, in Hollywood movies and
Hollywood lore.

They looked good together; they seemed right.
Michael Sennet and Cheryl Leigh. Both were dark brunettes,
intelligent-looking. He had blue eyes, hers were hazel, but each
had a translucence, as if equally open and piercing. Maybe it was
superficial, she just found him attractive. He was the most
handsome man most women had ever seen. He seemed relaxed,
undaunted, and that was comforting. Most of all there was something
in Michael that reminded Cheryl of her father. A certain insolence,
a certain light that surrounded him that made people want to be
close to him. Her father always had the loudest voice at a party,
happy or arguing, and people were grateful for his passion, rare as
it was. Michael was the same. He would enter a party and everything
would immediately stop, an instant hush, as if some major change
had occurred in the room. It was a power Michael had and she fell
for it.

For the most part, Cheryl was proud of her life. She
loved the house, the amenities, the small daily vacations, how
could she not, and she loved her work. But most of all she loved
the respect people were now giving her. She always had the floor.
People might laugh falsely, or look earnestly interested in
anything she said – cheerleaders of conversation – but she
commanded that response, and that was a mighty feeling. This was
what it must be like to be her father.

Cheryl heard Michael enter the house. She was in the
den straightening things, needlessly. The maid, Isadora, had
cleaned things to perfection. But sometimes Cheryl had to touch
everything in the house in order to feel like she lived in a house
and not a hotel.

Michael coughed gruffly in the living room. It
really could have been her father out there – a feeling of defiant,
but melancholy, judgment entering when he did. Maybe that was just
her feeling.

Michael came up to the doorway of the den. He paused
at the door as if waiting for her to allow his entrance.

“Paparazzi,” he said.

“What?”

“Goddamn paparazzi. Get on my
nerves.”

“Hello, honey,” Cheryl
said.

“What? Oh, yeah, sorry. Hello.
It’s been a rough day.”

“Well, saving a man’s life and
all, you must be tired.”

“That sounded
sarcastic.”

“No, no. I was glad to hear you
did that.”

Cheryl had heard earlier about Michael helping
somebody on the freeway. She was indifferent about it. A more
doting wife might have thought this was another example of how
great her husband was. Especially the wife of Michael Sennet. But
to her it was just another thing.

“Would you like to see what
they’re saying about you on the news?” she said. “The 6 o’clock
just started. That might cheer you up.”

“I already know what they’re
saying about me,” Michael said dourly.

“Let me turn on the TV. Lie down,”
Cheryl said, as if to appease a sick boy.

She knew that he wanted to see the reports on the
local news. He was just going through the motions of cynicism. She
didn’t think he was overly vain – when something happened you
wanted to see how it was portrayed. Being an actor was tragically
more about how others saw you than how you saw yourself.

Michael lay down on the long, stainless white couch.
Cheryl handed him the remote.

“Quite valiant of you,” she said.
“You ever get bored with being a prince?”

Michael ignored her and turned on the TV. The
anchors talked about other things until:

“Now a story about a celebrity
with a different job description. Michael Sennet, best known for
his roles in ‘Attorney at Law,’ ‘The Dark Ages,’ and ‘Chapter
Eleven’ saved a man’s life today after what was almost a near fatal car
accident–”

There were images of Michael smiling and waving,
walking along a red carpet, a silent scene from “Attorney at Law,”
the number 10 freeway, the overturned pickup.

Michael changed the channel.

“Michael Sennet added life-saver
to his resumé today when he–”

Another one. “That’s next in sports. Also after the
break: a movie star and now a new achievement. Michael Sennet, the
hero?”

“Man, I’m all over the place,”
Michael said with an impossible mixture of annoyance, embarrassment
and pride.

He switched again.

“There, that’s better,” he
said.

The same brunette anchorwoman who had reported about
Michael now had a deathly frown. Red Lips said: “The serial killer
whose calling card has been to kill people with vanity plates still
eludes police. He has since been dubbed the Vanity Plate Killer and
seven murders have been attributed to him. His morbid trophy has
been to keep the license plates of his victims. He has sent some
scurrying to the DMV to change their license plates while others
stare death in the eye by–”

“You ever think of changing your
plate?” Cheryl asked.

“Changing my license plate?”
Michael said.

“Yes. N-E-W-S-T-A-R. New
Star.”

“That was a gift to me from the
studio.”

“I don’t think that would make any
difference to the Vanity Plate Killer.”

Michael sat up on the couch, defensively. “No, I
won’t do it,” he said. “I may not be above getting pestered by
photographer parasites but I’m above being killed by a serial
killer.”

Cheryl scoffed, the ego on him. “Whatever you
say.”

“What? If I were a killer I think
I’d try to kill someone a little less public, don’t
you?”

Michael’s lips were slightly parted like he was
trying to hide a smile, the look of a guilty teenager.

Cheryl stared at her husband like he was an
entertaining puzzle. “Michael Sennet, if you were a killer I don’t
believe you would be thinking at all.”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Martin Goldfarb

 


 


Marty’s office was on Beverly Boulevard. A tall
mirror-plated office building across from three boutiques selling
small-fitting, pastel clothes, and a cafe called Henri run by an
actor who never made it as an actor but had family money. At least
three times a week Marty Goldfarb would eat lunch outside in the
spotlight California sun.

Up in the mirrored building, there was a
receptionist in a U-shaped desk directing traffic for the offices
for producers, a few agents, one actor’s production company, one
environmental group for some reason, and finally Marty Goldfarb’s
office. It was surprisingly small. Only two rooms. One for a water
cooler, coffee maker, and secretary, and a larger room for Marty
and his wide, flat wooden desk. Above the desk was a large framed
photograph, 10x10, from “The Bad and the Beautiful.” The actor, the
writer, and the director sat in front of Kirk Douglas who was
sitting behind his desk looking both wan and arrogant. Many often
accused Marty of being unsentimental, a prick. But the fact that he
had kept this same small office when he could have afforded
something larger, something more gracious to people coming in for
meetings, and that he’d kept the same chipped wooden desk – not a
desk at all but the top of a dining room table from his and Judy’s
first apartment set on filing cabinets – was proof of his soul.
Marty had since replaced the aluminum filing cabinets with a finer
maple cut into shelves but there was something telling about him
that he had kept the desk or the office – that he had a soft side.
It had the effect of ingratiating himself to people, oh he’s not so
hard. And that very well may have been the point, in which case
there was nothing soft about him.

Marty was feeling good today. The thing with the
housekeeper had died down. They hadn’t had sex again but that was
his choice. It was the best way to ensure Esmerelda wouldn’t tell
his wife anything. As long as there was something she wanted from
him, she was going to keep quiet. Which wasn’t so different from
business. If people wanted things from you then you had control.
It’s when people stopped needing things that you were fucked. So to
stay fucked in a better way he had decided to withhold it. The
longer she waited and squirmed, the more careful and attentive
she’d be.

The only reason he was confident any of this would
work out was because things had usually worked out for him. He had
good instincts for how people acted, what worked and what didn’t –
it was the producer’s art. He was a rewriter, both of scripts and
lives. Producers were God of a movie: that’s why they won Best
Picture. Marty had no reason to be nervous if the past held weight.
In Hollywood the past didn’t hold weight, but fuck it, he was
confident. This issue really didn’t deserve any more time than it
took to piss.

If he was worried about anything
it was Michael Sennet. Michael had seemed depressed lately. And
this was no average depression. When an unaverage man started
getting depressed you started worrying. And worse yet, Marty had to
deliver some bad news to him today. Michael had his heart set on
directing a movie he had no business directing – an adaptation of
the 19th century Russian novel Fathers and
Sons. Marty didn’t have confidence that
Michael could pull it off. The movie needed costumes, set design,
subtle acting, real command. It could become some veteran
director’s Oscar-caliber masterpiece and shouldn’t be lost under
the weight of one actor’s ego. Normally a star as big as Michael
would have no problem getting work as a director. But a bad movie
was a bad movie and people didn’t go to see bad movies. Even giant
stars had their bombs. Michael already had some failure in his
past: enough failures put together and people stopped believing you
were a success. Marty did believe that Michael was bright,
talented, but how do you break it to a man that he is not as good
as his hype – that giving this movie to him would be like giving 75
million dollars to a child. Usually Marty said exactly what was on
his mind. But Michael was Michael, he wasn’t a secretary, he wasn’t
an agent. He was Marty’s child.

But business was business. This was the job. 11:00
was here and so was Michael Sennet.

Michael walked into the office. He
looked good. Hair wet and black, a fine suit. He was a striking
man. He had a way of projecting himself everywhere in the room just
by standing there. Something about the real stars, it’s like they always
existed.

“Look, it’s Michael Sennet,” Marty
said. “Cary Grant meets John Wayne. Save any more lives
lately?”

“Just my own,” Michael
said.

Marty nodded absently. He needed to break the ice.
His eyes went to the newspaper on his desk. “This Vanity Plate
Killer thing seems like a good idea for a movie. ‘Bonfire of the
Vanities’ meets ‘Silence of the Lambs.’”

“Marty, if you keep talking like
that my fist is going to have to meet your face.”

“The book Bonfire, not the movie,” Marty said,
with disgust.

Michael sat down in a black chair in front of the
desk, one of three. Slightly torn, needed replacing.

“I wanted to go over what we spoke
about at the party,” he said abruptly.

Michael had brought up the idea about directing –
really just in passing – at the monthly poker party thrown by his
wife. Another extravagant Jew-dy affair with a poker table from
1926, clay poker chips, dim lighting, and a card-dealer’s visor in
which Judy thought she looked cuter than an overgrown
eight-year-old.

Marty hoped Michael had forgotten about the
conversation long ago, but of course he hadn’t. If Michael had a
talent for anything, it was memory.

“This isn’t just talk at a party,”
Michael said. “This is something I really want to do. Something
thoughtful and ambitious. I think I can take my career in a whole
new direction. I need this.”

“This is how it is, Mike,” Marty
began. “When we talked and I said I’d consider it I was just being
nice.”

“You were being nice.”

“Well, not nice exactly, but you
know what I mean. I don’t think it’s something that can
happen.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t think it would be a good
move for you right now. I’m usually right about these things. I
just don’t think you’re ready. I know you’re successful and people
would come to the movie because your name was on it, but what if it
sank, do you really want that kind of dead weight attached to
you?”

“Are you calling my talent dead
weight?”

“I’m trying to put this
delicately.”

“You call ‘dead weight’
delicate?”

Marty sighed. This wasn’t going well, and exactly
how he thought it would go.

“All right, picture this,” Marty
said. He held up his hands like they were goal posts. “You make a
movie. Things start fucking up so the budget goes past 100 million.
And that’s before advertising. The movie comes out and it is
universally hated. No one goes to see it. Other actors can’t look
you in the eye. The public tries to have a short memory but people
don’t like failure. And that’s exactly what you represent to them
right now: the lack of failure. Once that image is crushed, they
won’t look at you the same way again.”

Marty paused. He couldn’t help but be honest even
when it was painful.

“Marty, you’re talking like this
has already happened. It’s possible that I could direct a good
movie.”

“Mike,” Marty sighed. “Just be an
actor. You’re a very great actor. Why does everybody have to be
something else?”

“Most producers would beg for me
to direct their movie. I would go to another producer but you have
the script I want to direct.”

“The ‘Fathers and Sons’ thing,”
Marty said.

“Right.”

“You’re not
Dostoevsky.”

“Turgenev.”

“Whatever. It’s
boring.”

“It’s what I want to be doing.
Besides, if it’s boring, let me do it.”

“Can’t do that, it’s already in
production. I’d love for you to be in the movie though.”

“Only if I can direct
it.”

“I’m sorry, Mike. It’s not going
to happen. It’s just too much to risk with a first-time director.
Even you. We could hand the reins to the cinematographer, let him
direct it, but I know you, you wouldn’t let that happen. There are
plenty of smaller movies that I’d happy to have you attached to.
You said you were interested in working on something smaller. Start
simple, direct something small.”

That word. Small. Michael Sennet switched
temper.

“Goddamnit, Marty, how successful
do I have to get before you’ll let me do what I want? I saved a
man’s life yesterday, for Chrissakes.”

“I know. It’s like this, Mike.
We–”

“I’ve made money for you. I’ve
financed your car, your home, your wife.”

Marty felt a twinge of sadness. “C’mon Mike, let’s
not get this way–”

“My face did it. Not your
production. My name and
my face and my talent.”

“I know, Mike. Believe me, I
understand and I’m grateful. It’s just that I don’t think you’re
ready.”

“Other actors have directed movies
before. Clint Eastwood. Jack Nicholson. Tom Hanks. Mel
Gibson.”

“And look at Costner. He put his
finger in one too many times and now he’s fucked.” Marty looked
down at his palms as if he had to use his hands to strangle
somebody. He would have to be blunt, bruising. “In any case all
those actors exhibited some kind of a...a...a...talent behind the
camera.”

“What about my ‘Outer Limits’
episode?” Michael said pathetically.

“It was fairly jumbled,
Michael.”

“It was?”

“It had some problems. It had
quite a few problems. Do you remember when we screened it for the
critics? Or do you not remember.”

“I remember.”

“They tore it apart. They called
it a laughing stock. Do you really want to be a laughing stock? A
fucking pariah? The show didn’t make a whole lotta sense, Michael.
And that was only a half hour long, if you see what I’m
saying.”

“I see what you’re
saying.”

“I’m glad. I’m only looking out
for–”

“And now see what I’m saying. Fuck
you.”

Michael shoved the chair away from him, stood up,
walked out of the office, and slammed the door.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Michael Sennet

 


 


Fuck him. Belittling fucker. What
the fuck had he ever done except sit behind a desk and talk on the
phone? He was an overgrown telemarketer. And I have to listen
to his criticism.
I have to have my life controlled by this little fucker? I’m the
one people love. They’ve never even seen him before and if they did
the little girls would run away when they saw his hairy knuckles
and sweaty eyes, yellow smile like a fucking child molester.
Fucker. Thumbtack prick.

Michael pounced out of the office past the
secretary. She was new, a pale red-head. When he arrived she had
looked up at him with the fear that made it easy.

“You had lunch?” he said to
her.

She nodded No, staring at him like he was a foreign
object.

“Great, let’s do
lunch.”

 


Bored. “So you moved here just two years ago.”

“That’s right.”

“From Idaho.”

“No, from Ohio.”

“I see.”

They were eating at an outdoor restaurant, a
restaurant that could only be found in Los Angeles – at the tables
were fresh, attractive, young faces, successful faces. Even the old
had an internal youth, as if permanently fresh from vacation. They
were all speaking in the same shouting murmur, like a quieter
version of the trading floor.

Even though people at these tables were used to
seeing celebrities, they were still thrilled to be seeing Michael
Sennet. People were glancing over, whispering, smiling, and they’d
all go tell their office who they’d seen at lunch, even if they
worked for someone just as famous – fame was the last vestige of
communism, at the top everyone was equal. He attracted so much
attention that they didn’t seem to notice or care that he was
sitting with a beautiful young woman who was not his wife, Cheryl
Leigh. Naturally Michael Sennet would be having lunch with a
beautiful young woman: that’s what people like Michael Sennet
did.

Persephone – that was the beautiful young woman’s
name, probably made up – couldn’t have been prouder to be sitting
with the actor. To be sitting across from him was almost like being
him. And if that wasn’t arousing, nothing was.

Still, Michael was looking sullen. He played with
his food. Another kind of pasta in another kind of sauce.

Persephone didn’t notice Michael’s
downcast mood. She was talking: “I wanted to get a job here, you
know, in the movies? I love
movies. But I haven’t found the job I was looking
for. Just a lot of secretarial work.”

“That’s too bad,” Michael
said.

Persephone looked up wistfully at the L.A. clouds.
Rabbit-shaped. “Yeah,” she sighed. She looked back down. “Wait
until I tell people I’m with you. They won’t even believe me. We
should videotape it or something. For posterity.”

Michael didn’t change expression.

Persephone looked suddenly nervous, as if sitting by
a death bed. “Oh, I’ll shut up. I mean you must get that a lot.
People ogling at you and stuff. People must get annoying. I’ll be
quiet.”

“No. Go ahead. Be
yourself.”

She exhaled gratefully. “Really? Because I just want
to tell you how much I love all your movies.”

“OK, go ahead.”

“I love them all. ‘The Dark Ages,’
‘Attorney at Law,’ ‘The End of Time.’ All except...”

“Except what?”

She looked down at her chest. “‘Back Seat
Driver.’”

“No, that wasn’t very good,”
Michael said grimly.

This made Persephone brighten. “God, it really is
you. It’s like sitting with a dream.”

Michael looked up, curious. “Sitting with a dream,
huh?”

“Yeah. Like, I don’t know, it’s
like I’ve seen you all the time so it’s like you’re not completely
real.” She caught herself and apologized. “I mean in a good way.”
She paused, unsure of everything. “So, uh, what’s it like being a
celebrity?”

Michael perked up. “Well, I’ll tell you. It’s just
like being a regular person except everybody loves you.”

“Really?” she squeaked. “God, it
must be so great.”

“It is. It is great. I can do
anything I want and people will still love me.”

“Wow.”

“Like I could take your plate of
food and drop it to the floor. Just like this.”

Michael reached over and pushed Persephone’s plate
off the table which fell to the floor with a crash. Her potato and
vegetable platter, bathed in some kind of vinegar, probably
balsamic – the only thing that separated gourmet food from regular
food seemed to be the amount of vinegar – lay on the ground, mixed
with pieces of fine china. Other patrons looked over briefly – I
hope nothing’s wrong – then back at each other.

The waiter immediately came up to the table. He was
beach-dark, clean, and blandly attractive, probably an actor. He
knelt down and swept up the mess with a hand broom into a small
waste basket. Michael watched as if there was a one-way mirror
between them.

The waiter looked up tearfully. “I’m sorry, Mr.
Sennet,” he said from his knees. “I’ll get this cleared right
up.”

“That’s fine,” Michael said.
“Thank you.”

The waiter stood up. He looked at Michael and
Persephone with a kind of apologetic horror and then ran back to
the kitchen with the broken plate and sodden food in hand.

Michael looked back at Persephone.

“You see that? I dropped a plate
of food on the floor and the waiter apologized to
me. You
understand?”

Persephone nodded sheepishly.

“I bet you don’t even care either,
do you?” Michael said.

“No, not really.”

“But you were enjoying your
meal.”

“That doesn’t matter. You’re
Michael Sennet,” she said as if it were obvious.

“That’s right,” he said. “I’m
Michael Sennet.”

Michael smiled widely, point proven. Then his broad
smile turned into a broad frown. That statement was beginning to
lose weight. If stardom was an act of maintenance – longevity
without failure – then the pressure was sometimes stronger than his
will, so much so that failure seemed like a vacation. It was easier
to be Michael Sennet and destroy things like a china plate than
create things by directing a movie.

But he was an actor. He could act. He brightened.
The scene called for it. “Shall we go?” he said.

“Sure.”

“Your treat?”

Persephone’s eyes went as wide as the sockets of a
skull.

“Just kidding, I’ll pay,” Michael
said, relieving her. Then under his breath, “Though it’s probably
payment enough having me sit here.”

Michael put a fifty down on the table, more than
enough for their small meal. The two walked out of the restaurant
together. Everyone in the restaurant stopped what they were doing
and watched them leave, the red carpet treatment, making their own
conclusions, which were mostly positive. They were just happy to be
part of it.

Michael and Persephone were on the street. For most
people on a first date, this moment would have been full of halting
and racing minds. But Michael knew from experience that it would be
easy. He opened his arms wide as if giving the air a hug.

“Where to?” he said.

 


Persephone’s apartment was very clean, sparsely
furnished, with blond wood floors and track lighting, almost like a
showroom for her few pieces of furniture. A couch, two tables, a
few chairs that didn’t match. An empty set.

Michael wandered through the living room. He
absently picked up a framed picture off the mantel piece and looked
at it, a picture of somebody on a boat.

“This is a nice place,” Michael
said. “I expected it to be messy.”

“Why?” Persephone said, meekly.
She was watching him with a dazed expression, like he was a dog
that had suddenly started talking.

“You know, I expected you to be
scurrying around saying, ‘I wish I knew you’d be coming over. The
apartment is such a mess.’ That sort of thing.”

Persephone walked up to Michael standing by the
mantle. “No, that’s one thing I like to keep organized – my
apartment. I can’t get a decent job and my romantic life is screwed
up but...until now.”

They looked at each other, their faces went mutually
smug, and they began kissing deeply. Fifteen seconds, give or
take.

Persephone broke away and took a step back from
Michael. She appeared much more sultry and confident now. From
vacant to vixen. This was what she was good at.

“This we really should videotape,”
she said.

Michael put up a frowning hand. “No, no. We wouldn’t
want any of the wrong things to get in the press.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t ever do anything
like that,” Persephone said. “Even for money. I respect you too
much.”

“That’s good,” Michael
said.

They kissed again. Then separated.

“Bedroom’s over there?” Michael
said.

 


#

 


Later. Light poured in from the window, spilling
onto the bed as if part of the room. Michael was lying in bed, the
white sheets pulled over him, self-satisfied.

He watched Persephone getting
dressed. Damn straight. Women, he thought. That’s what it was
about. Women were a work of art. This one was as fine as any woman
could possibly be. A moving magazine ad, all human, with no
silicone, and also kind of a dream. He saw women through a
soft-focus haze, as if they floated above the world. It was like
being famous, which might be why he was so comfortable with women.
Times like this, Michael was deeply grateful that he was in his
position. For him, women were a given. For many men, a defining
moment in their lives was realizing that women were attainable. In
Michael’s life, the defining moment was realizing that
all women were
attainable. It was as easy as calling up a prostitute: the reliable
simplicity of how they fell into bed – morally easier because these
women wanted him. He was so glad he didn’t have to go back to the
days before fame – not that he didn’t get his share of pussy, heh
heh, but now the world was like a showroom in which everything was
free. And just look at her, the way those white panties curved
around her light coffee-tan ass and thigh. A woman in clothes was
often more erotic than a naked woman. Women could have ruled the
world if they wanted to. But something inside them made them
trembling and timid so that many girls were toys for men. They
ruled his world
at least. It could be said that everything Michael had ever done in
his life was to get women.

All men can’t think this way, Michael thought. I
must have a different lust for women than your average man. Then
again, I’m not average. Great men always had great passion.

His passion was why he worked so
well on screen: a lust for life breathed from him. For
Michael, women were life: more than acting, maybe even more than love. When
did you ever feel so confident and happy and playful and sure of
yourself and without worry and at the center of the world than when
you were fucking a beautiful woman.

Michael watched Persephone continue to get dressed.
Everything about her matched, clothing and skin. Right now she
seemed to be having trouble buttoning her shirt.

“I can’t believe it,” she said. “I
mean can you believe it? Cause I can’t. Michael fucking Sennet.
This is like every girl’s fantasy, know that?”

“Yes, I know,” Michael said,
pleased. “But remember what I said about the tabloids.”

Persephone jumped on the bed half-dressed and lay by
his side. Her shirt ran up to just the end of her thighs.

“I would never do that,” she said,
brightly.

“I would even give you money not
to talk.”

She shook her head gravely, perish the thought. “Oh,
I couldn’t take money from you.” She patted the bed, smiling. “This
was payment enough.”

“All right then.”

Persephone got off the bed and continued to
dress.

“Your job is too important, you
know?” she said. “I mean, you’re famous. And you make
movies. I would never do
anything to jeopardize that.”

“That’s good,” Michael
said.

“It would be nice if you could put
in a good word with Marty Goldfarb about getting a producer
credit.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” he
said.

Persephone was almost dressed, a different outfit
than she was wearing before. A tan suit with a skirt that went just
past the knees. He loved that. It reminded him of a woman from the
forties.

The forties. That should have been his time. Michael
liked to think of himself in relation to Hollywood history. He
believed that he was carrying on a tradition of all the old
legends. It was possible that he was a future legend himself.
Imagining his place in history gave a sense of permanence to a
place that was really like well-glossed quicksand. Sometimes it was
hard to think that way when the world was so Technicolor bright and
the cars and clothes were so bland. Old Hollywood seemed as
imaginary as old movies. His best bet was to believe that the city
had eyes. The ghosts of Old Hollywood were watching him,
approvingly.

Maybe those ghosts now felt that he had failed for
not being offered to direct a feature. Maybe those ghosts were
fearful. Once his star faded, his belief in the timeless Hollywood
ghosts faded as well, and so everybody suffered.

Persephone was dressed. Michael had something on his
mind.

“So you think I’m talented?” he
asked.

“Huh?”

“You think I’m
talented.”

“Sure you are. Especially where it
counts.”

She pointed to the bed.

“No, really, you think I’m good at
what I do.”

“God, you know how I feel. I think
you’re great.”

“Right. So why won’t Marty
Goldfarb give me a chance with this movie?”

“What movie?”

“There’s a movie called ‘Fathers
and Sons’ that I want to direct but Goldfarb won’t let it
happen.”

“Why not? I would.”

“Yeah, so would I. But Goldfarb’s
being his usual prick.” He dropped his head with defeat. This was
something he wasn’t supposed to feel. “Goddamn Goldfarb. I could
kill the smug fucker.”

Persephone had an expression of devout pity: she was
proud to be part of this privileged information.

Michael sat up in bed. He stretched to the ceiling,
a smile came to his face, remembering recent things to be grateful
for. “I should be going. Don’t you have to get back to work?”

“Back to Gold-barf?” Persephone
grinned, beaming. “I could kill the smug fucker.”

They both laughed.
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Curt Knudsen

 


 


He’d been following him for about forty minutes. The
guy didn’t notice he was being followed. People didn’t usually
think they were being followed except in the movies. And by now
Curt had become good at it – he had done this seven times before.
Never losing sight of him but never staying too close. The guy was
driving a Subaru hatchback with a surfboard in the back, blonde
hair, with the license plate LV2SURF. He looked like a driving
stereotype. Worse yet, that blonde hair was matted into dreadlocks.
Nothing so bad as a white guy adopting black style and carrying it
around with a pride that didn’t belong to him.

Curt followed him in his tiny Ford
Festiva, black. It was more like a go-cart than a car but Curt
thought the smaller the car the more he’d stay invisible. Ford
because it wasn’t Japanese. Never Japanese. Everybody in L.A.
seemed to drive Japanese cars. Back home they only drove American
cars. Back home was America and this, this was some other place. The
Festiva was a piece of shit but that was because it probably had
Japanese parts, or maybe because everything was falling
apart.

White Dreadlocks stopped in a surf shop and left
carrying a brown paper bag. Then he went to a natural food store
and came out with some kind of sandwich filled with sprouts.
Everything he did was a California cliché. That was enough reason
for Curt to keep following him.

They were in Santa Monica now, almost to Venice.
Dreadlocks made one final stop at a video store where he took too
long finding a video. Then he finally seemed to be going home. He
drove west towards the beach, eventually arriving at a street high
up on a hill overlooking the Pacific Ocean.

Dreadlocks pulled into a cracked driveway. The house
was one story, yellow, worn, lived in by a turnaround of tenants.
He gathered up his errands in his car. Everything he did took a
long time, an ignorant slowness. Every action was making Curt feel
more justified.

The compulsion to kill wasn’t so much about the act
of murder as the act of proving something. Most of all Curt wanted
to prove what he knew outright – that people weren’t as smart or
good as they should be. People still listened to murder, it got
their attention. And so if Curt did have any kind of bloodlust, it
was the bloodlust of attention and perseverance and proof.

Men who worked in slaughterhouses couldn’t think of
the dead. They could only think of feeding people. Curt thought: if
we can kill cows, how come we can’t kill people, cause they can ask
not to be? If we can put people to death or governments can send
people to war, how come individuals can’t do the same, because the
government knows better? Doubtful. Some people just plainly
deserved to die. It was the small annoyances that deserved to be
punished most. The small annoyances lingered like an incurable but
undying disease until you became tense and bitter and sick and
didn’t know why. Dreadlocks represented how little sense people
had. It didn’t seem that hard to be a normal person but people
generally didn’t know how to dress or talk or see. Dreadlocks
deserved to die for his haircut alone.

Dreadlocks finally gathered his things, eating his
sandwich as he walked towards the house. That annoyed Curt. Only an
empty person ate while walking. It was like reading while walking.
Not concentrating on anything. He unlocked the door to the house
and went inside.

Curt parked his car across the street – two houses
down. No one seemed to be around. This was a quiet street, peaceful
really, the sound and the mist of the ocean reaching all the way up
here.

Curt put on sunglasses and a baseball hat – the
Indians – and a fake beard made out of real hair which he’d bought
for too much money. He really didn’t look like himself. He could
hardly grow a beard if he wanted to. He also took with him an empty
clipboard – a lame prop but it couldn’t hurt. People were mostly
trusting. They just didn’t assume that the man at the door was
going to kill them.

Curt walked nonchalantly from his car – he was just
another pedestrian. He made it to Dreadlocks’ door. He knocked.
Like everything, it took Dreadlocks a while to answer.

The door opened. Dreadlocks was in front of him. He
was uglier in person with the crater holes of pockmarks reaching
from his cheeks to the back of his ears.

“Yeah?” Dreadlocks said,
sleepily.

Probably just got stoned, Curt thought. That was
another thing Curt couldn’t deal with. Getting stoned was like
enhancing everything bad, putting a spotlight on everyone’s
shuddering discomfort.

“You live alone, right?” Curt
said.

Curt tried to step his way into the house and back
Dreadlocks into the living room.

“Yes,” Dreadlocks said.

“I knew this,” Curt said. “I just
wanted to make sure.”

“Who are you?” Dreadlocks asked.
He wasn’t stopping Curt from backing him into the front room. He
just had a look of sleepy confusion. Curt was almost entirely
inside the house.

“I’m with the Bureau,” Curt
said.

“The Bureau of what?”

“The Bureau of
Salesmen.”

Dreadlocks smiled, playing along. “Oh yeah, what you
selling?”

“Corn.”

“Corn? Don’t need any.”

“Everybody needs corn. It’s the
basis of all living things.”

“That’s water, man.”

“Oh, you couldn’t be more
wrong.”

Curt sounded very sincere, caring even.

Dreadlocks was getting impatient. He took a step
towards Curt. “C’mon, man, what do you want? I’m very busy.”

Oh, how he hated that sentence. “Wrong thing to
say,” Curt said.

Curt, blindingly fast, grabbed an 8-inch long
hunting knife tucked into the back of his pants. He plunged the
knife straight into Dreadlocks’ neck. No bullshit. Dreadlocks fell
to his knees, gasping, his eyes as round as they could possibly be
– this was a feeling people weren’t supposed to feel. His organs
shook in defiance, his whole body felt like a heart-pounding
bruise. Then it became strangely pleasant in a way, a screaming
silence, full of light, so overwhelming as to exist everywhere and
nowhere at once, like an overdose of both life and death.

It didn’t take long. Dreadlocks fell forward and
died. He was face-forward in the carpet, knees still bent, blood
flowing out of his neck in waterfall bursts.

Curt removed the knife from Dreadlocks’ neck. He had
to admit that was his least favorite part. When the knife went in
he sort of lost consciousness, a kind of lucid blindness. His mind
was separate from his body, like he was dead himself watching the
scene unfold. But he came down from that almost immediately, like a
switch, and then he had to get down to business. Removing the knife
showed him just how foreign it was to be stabbed with a knife that
long. Of any length, for that matter. Human beings weren’t meant to
be punctured with man-made steel.

At the same time Curt felt like this was nature at
work. Survival of the fittest. Except he was using a blade instead
of claws and teeth. He was king of the jungle and Dreadlocks wasn’t
smart or strong enough to defend himself. It was perfectly natural
for a lion to kill an antelope. People even watched that on TV.
Curt was performing his own nature show. Curt loved the colors –
the polished silver of the knife and the shades of blood, bright
red mixed with dark-wine red, like a living painting. Murder was a
work of entertaining art. Nothing in the world, no drugs or sex or
movie or religion, could match it.

Curt didn’t believe in God, at least not the God of
his church-going childhood. But to have such simple control over a
man’s life and destiny was to take fate in your own hands, and that
was the definition of God. There weren’t many like him who had this
kind of control over life. Those who knew what it was to really be
alive. To be completely human you had to write your own laws. A
person shouldn’t follow the state’s laws or organized religious
laws. A person should create their own set of ethics and values.
That was the only way to be a true individual. But nobody knew
this. Curt did, and he knew that somewhere – up there or down there
or everywhere – they were watching him with approval, thinking,
finally we have someone who gets it.

Curt made sure that he left nothing in the house.
That was easy, he didn’t bring much. The clipboard was stained with
blood as it usually was. He left the house, shutting the door. He
walked much more quickly now. For some reason he was always more
nervous about leaving the scene than arriving.

He walked up to Dreadlocks’ car. He slid under the
front of the car so no one could see what he was doing. Then he
took out a wrench and started removing Dreadlocks’ front license
plate. A knife and a wrench, those were the only tools he
needed.

He was done. Quickly and easily. He slid the plate
under his shirt, cool there. He quick-stepped his way back to his
car. Couldn’t have gone smoother. He drove off.
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First thing Curt did when he got home was burn
everything he had been wearing at Dreadlocks’ house. Including the
clipboard. He bought a new one each time out. His apartment had a
working fireplace. 77 degrees outside and Curt built a fire.

Curt had plans. He didn’t often
have plans so he was grateful. There was going to be an American
Purity Church picnic at Rancho Park in Century City, across from
the 20th Century Fox film studio, near the archery range where Dusty
Macelroy practiced his art.

He arrived at the park at 2:30. Murdered at 12:30,
arrived at the picnic two hours later.

There were only five people there, including Dusty
and Cindy, though there were supposed to be around twenty. It was
kind of pathetic and disappointing. Dusty was talking to some mousy
woman, under five feet tall, leathery from too much sun, who talked
too much. She had brought with her two members of her organization,
the United Friends of Outer Space, U.F.O.S. Christ almighty, where
did Dusty find these people? It was a stupid scene, this party.
Curt had just come from a divinely life-and-death experience and
six people, three race haters and three space lovers, were hovering
around a Styrofoam container filled with white bread sandwiches,
talking about flying saucers.

The little woman and her friends believed aliens
were angels, something like that, Curt couldn’t quite follow it.
They were discussing if humans originally came from outer space as
a microbe attached to a meteor. Then they started wondering if all
the different races came from different planets. Curt tried to
participate and said something, “I don’t know why we need to look
into outer space. There’s enough that we don’t understand down
here. Look at the ocean, we haven’t even explored all of it yet.
There could be a whole race of people down there, or in the center
of the earth, for all we know. We should be trying to go down, not
up.”

Curt thought it was a decently intelligent thing to
say but Dusty replied, “Moron, Curt. The earth is just one speck of
sand in the universe and we already know that people here aren’t
worth studying.”

“Damnit, Dusty,” Curt said. “If
you hate the races so much, what makes you think you’re going to
like some alien race with three eyes or no eyes or skin as black as
space.”

It was a pretty ridiculous argument to be having,
but Dusty looked hurt. He muttered something about Curt being soft
and too forgiving and he pouted and pounced away and went to smoke
a cigarette by himself. He couldn’t deal with Curt ever talking
back. Curt thought that Dusty was most hurt because there was
something right about what Curt was saying – and what kind of
friend got hurt every time you said something right?

There was something about Dusty that had always
bothered Curt. He never quite listened to what you were saying.
He’d act like he was just waiting for the time when he could talk
next. Most of the time that was all right because Dusty had a lot
of good things to say. But sometimes he would look at you blankly
with a smile like a child was talking, and then he wouldn’t
acknowledge anything you said when he started talking again. And
another thing, he could call you a fucker or a dumbass and call it
teasing but when you’d say the same thing back to him he’d look
hurt and bitter like he was disappointed he’d ever brought you in
as a friend. It was like being a mascot, an underling, to a greater
man. And now that Curt was doing something of his own, and damn
well more hard-sweeping than anything Dusty had done with his
words, Curt wanted some credit, some equal time.

No one liked to feel like they were outdoing their
mentor, but that’s exactly how Curt was feeling. It was like
realizing your father wasn’t the man you thought he was when you
were six.

All this wasn’t worth thinking
about. Curt was the Vanity Plate Killer, and here he was in a
dead-grass strip of park battling with one man’s breakable ego and
some science fiction fanatics. This is all bullshit, he wanted to
scream out, especially to Dusty, look at me, listen to
something real.
Let me tell you about my
life. But he couldn’t. He had to keep quiet. He
didn’t know half these people and they might go to the cops. The
way things were seeming, Dusty might go to the cops himself, out of
jealousy alone.

If any one of these people had a vanity plate he
would have thought of doing away with them. But that was rule
number one. Only kill strangers. It paid to be Curt’s friend.

Fuck them. He didn’t need them. He had his work. He
had his girl. He had his future. Who needed more than that? Who
needed people who didn’t treat him with the respect he’d earned?
Instead they only thought about themselves even though they were
nothing special. Who needed Dusty who was as closed-minded and
sensitive as the people he railed against? Who needed anybody?
Sometimes it was more restful and safe to be alone.

What Curt needed was another victim. His high was
already gone. It had gotten shot down too quickly. It wasn’t a
question of building up a tolerance. No such thing. Curt was
intolerable.

Goddamn Dusty. I could kill the smug fucker.
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At least it’s better than the past. He knew some
people hated him, thought that the paparazzi were scum,
professional stalkers. But think of where he came from. Bradley,
Florida. A bumfuck where other bumfucks went on vacation. To them
he was a hero. Just look at it, he lived in Los Angeles, sometimes
he was four or five feet away from celebrities, once he was even
lucky enough to go to a screening. The invitation, a glossy
postcard, felt like money. He saved it. To them, back home,
Hollywood was another planet, so otherworldly rich and glamorous
that it was almost like it didn’t even exist. L.A. was the rich
neighborhood of America. The small-town folk thought, Let them do
their thing and we’ll do ours. Maybe it was a defensive mechanism –
Hollywood lives were so much better than their own that it might
just lead them to suicide. They still watched movies, of course.
What else was there to do? There wasn’t even a bookstore in
Bradley. It was big news when the town got a Pizza Hut, and even
then people were opposed to it because it was something new. “I’ll
just keep going to Joe’s Chicken and Pizza off the highway.” What
was Hollywood to them when the new street signs were giant news,
debated over at every dinner table. “They’re ugly, too green. I
like the old ones better.” What was a celebrity who made 20 million
dollars on one movie but a monstrous other, someone they’d never
met and would never know, no different than if they had been black
or Jew.

For the people in Bradley, movies
and TV just magically happened. They’d never seen a movie set,
except on TV and even then it looked like fiction. They had never
seen the inside of a millionaire’s house. They all bought the same
glossy-wood furniture at the same Harkin’s Outlet and none of it
matched and that didn’t matter because they had no idea. And if
they had a painting, Jesus, it was some nature-scape better suited
to a bad calendar. It wasn’t that they had bad taste, they
had no taste.
Frank was embarrassed by them, as if his home town were one big
graceless family.

So Frank had something to be proud
of. He was part of Hollywood. He contributed to the same magazines
that Bradley and every other town like it bought at the supermarket
check-out. Every supermarket in America.
He wasn’t a shoe salesman, or an oil refiner, or a local bank
teller, or a receptionist for a church, or a waiter in a strip-mall
restaurant, or whatever jobs kept people sheltered and fed and
feeding their children. He was part of the Hollywood machine. To be
that close to fame, to actually sometimes be touching it, or at the
very least grabbing it and holding it with his photography, was to
the small town mind like being famous.

Frank loved fame. God, to be that
high up. To be that effortlessly happy. To always have a premiere
where people like him were taking pictures. To live in those
houses, so beautiful. To sleep with those wives who looked back at
you with a face as famous as your own. To have everyone worshipping
you for your life.

At the same time Frank had developed a kind of
hatred of celebrities. They would often sneer at him, condescend to
him, treat him like he was an invasion of their privacy, even
though they would be nothing without him. Exposure was what made
them celebrities. His job was to keep their fame well fed. So why
did they always fight him? If they were so against attention, why
would they always stop outside a premiere and have their picture
taken with a bright white smile, dressed up in those clothes as if
they were born wearing money, and bathe in those camera flashes. If
they didn’t want to be famous, then they shouldn’t be. Don’t star
in Hollywood movies, go be in the theatre, go be an anonymous
artist. Stay away from magazines. But no, you didn’t choose to do
that, did you? You chose to be in movies that would be seen by
billions of people all over the world. Movies in which you knew you
weren’t making any kind of art. This wasn’t Shakespeare, remember?
So don’t complain to me that I’m outside your door when it’s part
of your job description. And for that job you got paid millions
upon millions of dollars, and got to fuck your pretty wife.

OK, he could get angry about it sometimes, bitter.
Nobody like to be looked down on. Especially when the people back
home seemed to look up to him. He couldn’t go back home and tell
them that he was treated as if he were an insect. Smaller.

He needed a payday, that’s what he needed. Put him
on their level. Then they wouldn’t act as if they were lowering
themselves to be near him. He’d drive around in their cars and fuck
their daughters. It wasn’t enough that he took pictures. He wanted
his picture taken as well.

And now he might have his chance. Yesterday, he had
gotten some pictures of Michael Sennet. They were pictures Michael
Sennet never wanted anyone to see.

But he would have to be ruthless. That wouldn’t be a
problem. Being a paparazzi photographer for this long, fourteen
years, was like being a war correspondent – hiding in the bushes,
trying not to be detected, sometimes having to avoid violence,
always trying to get the better story. It hardened him, made him as
opportunistic and self-seeking as any actor.

He drove to Michael Sennet’s house feeling
confident. What could Sennet do but relent? It felt good to have
this kind of control over a man as powerful as Michael Sennet. This
was what it must be like to be the head of a studio.

He knew where Sennet lived. He knew where most
celebrities lived. He’d staked out his house before but nothing
much happened. It was hard to get a good vantage point to survey
the house except by helicopter. Fortunately, things happened with
Michael Sennet when he left the house.

Frank parked his car in front of the garage. He got
out and sat on the trunk of his car. That seemed to be the best
place. Michael would see him as soon as he got home. Right now the
house was dark. Frank took out some sunflower seeds and started
eating them. He’d learned that from baseball players sitting on the
bench. It made him look both nonchalant and in the game.

Frank had to wait three hours for Sennet to show up.
He didn’t move from the hood, as if he moved his whole plan would
crumble. In that amount of time he managed to get a little
resentful. He would do that sometimes, waver unreliably between
optimism and anger. He wasn’t crazy, he could just get annoyed when
things were annoying. And right now the prospect of sitting on his
trunk in the cool L.A. night – and not dressed for it – struck him
as desolate. He felt like a beggar, no better than a homeless man
holding out a coffee-stained cup. And it was Sennet’s fault for
that. He was the one who fostered this system of have and have
nots. The celebrity and the unknown was the same as rich and poor.
Worse because fame was the holy grail. Some people would rather be
famous and poor than rich and anonymous. It serves Sennet right
that I should have these pictures of him. It’s my job to tell the
world that the prince isn’t everything they think he is. And what
else? Oh yeah, the girls he saw, especially his over-lovely wife.
Frank hadn’t been laid in longer than he wanted to remember.
Prostitutes didn’t count. Prostitutes were cold and hard, as if
their eyes were made out of the same silicone as their tits. The
girl in these pictures was Frank’s dream. Soft, translucent, white
skin. Frank liked pale women cause he was pale himself. Tan women
made him self-conscious. Made him feel like he didn’t belong in
California. And this girl, a pale red-head, was perfect, better
than any magazine. All Frank could do was beat off to a girl like
that, so what. Sennet didn’t even know how lucky he was to have a
girl like that in the flesh. Sennet had it easy, too easy. Probably
took it for granted. Fucker deserves his future.

All right, he thought he had gotten himself psyched
up enough. And just in time too because Sennet’s Jeep was pulling
up the narrow street. His brights were on and it blinded Frank for
a moment. When the light cleared he could see that Sennet was
alone.

Frank’s car was blocking the garage so Sennet had to
stop. Sennet got out of his Jeep and stood in front of Frank, not
with a look of worry so much as annoyance.

Frank raised his camera and took Sennet’s
picture.

“Say, ‘Cheese,’” Frank said. He
lowered the camera. “Good evening, Mr. Sennet. Can I call you
Michael?”

“What do you want?” Michael
replied, coldly.

“Me? I’m a celebrity’s
nightmare.”

“Yeah? Well good, go fuck somebody
else.”

Michael began walking to the front gate.

“That’s an appropriate way to put
it,” Frank said to his back. “Go fuck somebody else. I guess you’ve
got that on the mind.”

Michael stopped, turned around. “What are you
talking about?”

“Cameras are genius, anybody ever
tell you that?” Frank said.

Michael didn’t answer, he just stood there.

“They made your career and they
made mine. They are about to make the fuck out of my
career.”

“Fine. Good for you.”

Michael turned back to the gate and was about to
open the door.

Frank raised his voice, a little anxiously. “I’ve
got some pictures of you that you don’t want anybody to see.”

Michael froze.



“Of you eating lunch with a
girl-not-your-wife. For some reason you threw your meal to the
ground.”

Michael seemed to be relieved.

“So what? I broke a
plate.”

“You’re right. That in itself is
nothing. But what I got you two doing in her apartment later on,
that’s a hell of a lot more than a broken plate.”

Michael was silent, unsure if he’s being
scammed.

“If you don’t believe me I can
tell you the whole sequence of events. You’re on top, she’s on top,
you’re on top, she’s on top, you do it from behind and that’s when
things get really exciting. Your fist’s in the air and then it
comes down on the back of her head. She screams. Of course she
might have wanted it but in pictures you can’t really tell sex from
violence.”

Michael shuddered.

Frank continued. “I had a very good view of it from
the top of the hill on the next street. A zoom lens is a magical
thing. You left the blinds open. Such sloppy work for a
professional.”

Michael got angry. Not worried, angry.

“You fucking scumbag. What do you
want?”

“What do people ever want? Money.
A whole lot of money.”

Michael slumped. “How much?” he said.

Frank smiled. “Well, a picture of Michael Jackson’s
baby went for two million. And that’s just a picture of a baby
which all look alike anyway. So I think I might need twice
that.”

“Four mil–”

“I think it’s reasonable. You make
five times that on one movie.”

“You fucker. You are the scum of
fuckers.”

“Now who’s the fucker?” Frank
said. “You wouldn’t be in this situation if you hadn’t been fucking
in the first place. Fucking pretty young secretaries on their lunch
break.”

Michael made a fist and held it in front of him.
Then he hit his own leg in anger. “Goddamn it,” he yelled.

Michael’s fluster made Frank smile. “They’re so easy
aren’t they, Michael? So supportive and willing.”

“Fuck you.” Michael’s eyes were
dark now. A bull with a forehead like horns, tense and wanting to
charge.

Frank noticed Michael’s tension but he was riding a
wave. Here he was talking to a celebrity. He had never had a real
conversation with a celebrity before. Just, “Hey, over here!” when
they were stopped on the red carpet, or when someone was telling
him to get the fuck out of the way. This was going better than he
ever could have hoped. Michael hadn’t ever doubted him.

“Or you can choose not to pay me,”
Frank said. “Your wife is coming home soon. America is opening
their daily papers in the morning. News spreads. Your image will
plummet.”

“I’ll get you the money,” Michael
said.

“I thought you would.”

Michael took a step towards Frank. He looked like he
was ready to strangle him. Instead, he talked. “Now get off my
property before I kick the shit out of you.”

Frank stepped down from the trunk of his car. He
held up his hand and changed his tone as if they were old friends
just trying to work out a disagreement. “Fine, fine. I’ll be
talking to you soon. Here’s my card.”

Frank handed Michael a business card out of his worn
brown leather wallet. Michael grabbed the card quickly and shoved
it into his pocket without looking at it.

“Leave.”

Frank looked a little afraid of Michael’s anger.
Michael’s whole body was as stiff as a fist. Frank got into his car
and Michael watched him drive away. The dented hatchback, missing
hubcaps, had the license plate: PAPRAZI.
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Michael was sitting in his robe at the kitchen
table. The kitchen looked more like a vault than a kitchen – cold,
dark gray marble, stainless steel cupboards. Cheryl wanted to make
it sunnier, something yellow and white, but she hadn’t gotten
around to it yet. It looked like the fancy kitchen in a prison,
which was appropriate to how Michael was feeling, imprisoned. He
stared at his breakfast – two thin links of sausage, baked beans,
grilled tomato, buttered toast, finely scrambled eggs, an Irish
breakfast that the Mexican maid, Isadora, had perfected. Michael
wasn’t eating. He was beyond brooding. Brooding implied thought.
This was just empty anger.

Isadora shuffled around the kitchen cleaning. She
glanced at Michael with some concern, but she never got too
involved. She had mastered being in the room without ever being
entirely present – like a camera in a documentary that you knew was
there but had to ignore.

Cheryl entered the kitchen smiling. The difference
between the couple was sun and night.

“You’re up early,” Cheryl said to
Michael.

Michael grunted. He stared in front of him.

“How was your big day yesterday?”
she said.

Michael slowly turned his neck towards her. Maybe
she knew something and she was playing with him. “Bigger than
expected,” he said.

“Really? How did the meeting with
Marty Goldfarb go? I didn’t get to talk to you. You were asleep
when I got home.”

He looked back at his plate. Guess she didn’t know
anything – only a small relief.

“I was tired,” Michael
said.

“You must have been. It was only
around nine-thirty.” She brightened, proudly: “My day was bigger
than expected too.”

Michael coughed. He had a brief flash of her doing
the equivalent of what he’d done – picking up some
just-out-of-film-school toy and fucking him from behind. “Oh yeah?”
he said.

“I’m finally getting to look at
some lead roles. Being Michael Sennet’s wife is finally starting to
pay off.”

Michael was silent.

“I’m kidding, of course. It was a
joke. Funny?”

Michael shook himself. Here he was, in the
kitchen.

“I’m sorry. I’m still tired.
What?”

Cheryl rolled her eyes.

She watched as Michael got up from the table and
slowly walked into the other room, shuffling, like a man on his way
to the electric chair. She looked concerned. Isadora watched.
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Michael made his way to his office, two doors down
from the kitchen. He closed the door, locked it. On the off-white
walls of the office were six movie posters from his six most
popular movies. Behind the desk there was a poster for his movie
“Attorney at Law” in which he played a lawyer framed by the mob.
The poster was a picture of Michael holding a gun, muffled by a
hotel pillow, shooting into the distance.

Michael sat at his desk, a massive piece of glass.
He always hated that desk. It had no drawers. What was the point of
a desk without drawers? It was an impractical, expensive, modern
thing. That’s what happened when somebody else designed your house.
For a brief moment, the desk was everything wrong in the world.
Then he moved on, forgot about the desk. He was here to make a
phone call.

Michael took Frank’s business card out of his robe
pocket. Frank Vicente, Photographer. The card made the fucker look
legitimate. Michael glared at the card, temples throbbing, and
dialed.

Frank answered immediately, as if waiting by the
phone for a call.

“Hello?” he said.

Just the tone of his voice with
that one word made Michael shiver. The man was a fucking desert
lizard. And he was the one in control. He wasn’t sure if he could go through
with the call. This was a form of unheroic surrender, wasn’t it.
But how could he fight it? The man had pictures. For Michael,
pictures and interviews were the sum of his personality.

Michael heard someone walking outside the office
door. Cheryl called to Isadora, “Izzy, could you dust under the
couches today? They’re becoming their own planet under there.
Thanks.”

Michael knew he had to make this call, if only to
save her embarrassment. And to not have her look at him the way she
would look at him – with a disappointment bordering on breakdown.
One bad look from a woman could be as damning as a good look could
be affirming.

Michael started, voice dull. “This is Michael
Sennet.”

“Michael, bright and early,” Frank
said.

“When can I get you the
money?”

“Whenever’s good for
you.”

He thought he could hear Frank smiling, silently
rejoicing. More dull shivers.

“And when can I get the
photographs?” Michael said.

“I never said anything about
that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I never said I would give you the
pictures.”

“Then why the fuck am I paying
you?” Michael shouted. He put his hand over the phone wondering if
Cheryl could have heard that.

“I suppose you need the pictures,”
Frank said.

Michael spoke in a furious whisper. “Haven’t you
ever blackmailed anyone before, dumbfuck?”

“How about tonight?” Frank
replied.

“Fine. Ten o’clock.”

“Eleven. Eleven’s
better.”

“Whatever. We’ll have to meet at
my beach house because my wife will be here.”

“Cheryl?”

“You know who my wife is. The
address is 1540 Mountainview Terrace in Malibu. Think you can make
it there?”

“Yes. I’d love to see your
beachhouse.”

Michael’s resolve was failing. His anger was turning
into resignation. He had lost so much control over his life lately
that it felt like his life was being lived for him – dictated not
by Frank, but by some other force playing a hideous joke on him,
cheering, Look at my victim. “I’ll see you at eleven,” he said.

“Good,” Frank said. “And, oh
Michael? I would recommend that you withdraw the money yourself.
You wouldn’t want to cause any suspicion with a messenger or an
accountant or an assistant that may get back to your
wife.”

“Yes, I know. I was going to do
that.”

Michael hung up the phone. He stared in front of him
as if the door to his office was a thousand yards away, past
gardens, and cities, and oceans, and deserts. He hadn’t ever
thought about needing to get the money himself. He had been trying
not to think about anything at all.

Michael got up from his desk and walked out of the
office. Cheryl was outside the door in the hallway, wiping down the
windowsill with a towel. Framed by the window, Cheryl looked
internally sun-lit, optimistic, and fragile. He wondered if she had
been listening in. The phone line in the office was a private line
but she could have been listening at the door. He couldn’t read her
face and, frankly, he didn’t want to. He had enough on his mind
right now without worrying about her suspicion.

“I have a meeting tonight that may
go past eleven,” he told her.

“That’s fine. I’m going to be
working out at the beach house tonight.”

“Tonight?” He squealed. “You’re
going to be at the beach house tonight?”

“You know I work out with my
trainer at the beach house on Wednesdays.”

“Right. I forgot.
Shit.”

“What is it? What’s
wrong?”

“Nothing. Nevermind. Enjoy the
beach house. What time will you be home?”

“Around eleven,
eleven-thirty.”

Michael was dazed. “All right,” he said.

Michael turned and walked back into his office. Very
slowly. Unbruised but beaten.

He took Frank’s card out of his robe pocket. Then he
just hit redial on the phone. Once again, Frank answered on the
first ring.

“Frank. Michael Sennet. Forget the
beach house. Come to Brentwood....No, I didn’t think it would be a
problem. You think you can make it before eleven?...You can’t?
That’s cutting it a little close....Nevermind. Fuck you
too.”

Michael hung up.
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Michael waited on line at the bank. He couldn’t have
looked more uncomfortable. Nobody could. Everyone in the bank was
looking at him or at least glancing his way and trying to hide it,
which was worse because it was so obvious. He had not done this for
a long time, run his own errands. Isadora did the grocery shopping.
Somebody came to the house to fit him with clothes, bringing a
store in a truck. Or else he went someplace where celebrities were
commonplace and so weren’t bothered. Cheryl sometimes went out, but
more often people left her alone. They were afraid of her because
she was a pretty woman, thinking that she might snap at them with
her indifference. People never left Michael alone. He looked
inviting, more open than he felt. So staying inside like a shut-in
was not so much about snobbery as a necessity. Who wanted to be
bothered by strangers every time they left the house? Strangers
were swarming enough even when they left him alone. Sometimes it
terrified him to know that in most every mind there was a familiar
picture of him. It could be as claustrophobic a feeling as actually
being swarmed by people. Certainly he had his days when large
crowds of attention were exactly what he wanted, but most days it
was more restful and safe to have the world brought to him.

The bank was absolutely never in the equation. When
was the last time he did this? College, maybe. Most of his money
was controlled by his business manager. He kept this account so all
his assets weren’t controlled by other people, as if anticipating
things such as this. Usually it was used for drugs or gifts –
private money. Everything was automated now, so standing on line at
the bank was like being at a doctor’s office where everybody knew
your illness.

The man in front of him kept turning his head,
slightly, just trying to get a glimpse. He was wearing a gray suit,
a businessman of whatever kind. He wanted desperately to see
Michael. Finally he gave in and turned around completely, his eyes
going wide and smiling then turning away nervously as if having
seen something illegal. Then he turned back around again. “I just
wanted to say–”

“Thank you,” Michael broke in,
rigidly, like a soldier at attention unable to move.

“I just think you’re quite
special,” the man said.

Somehow when anyone said anything like this to him
it sounded like they were hitting on him, even heterosexual men. It
was the soft, timid supplication.

“I agree,” a short, poorly-aged
Asian woman said behind Michael.

Michael nodded.

Now that the vault had been opened, they felt like
they could all join in. “I liked the last movie you did,” someone
said. “You’re a very good actor,” a man of about thirty-five said,
as if the compliment would mean something. “Congratulations,” said
another. There were four people in front of him on line, this would
all soon be over.

“Thank you. Yes. Thank you,”
Michael said. He wondered if the entire bank was going to break out
in applause.

But soon they left him alone. Maybe they could read
his distance from behind his sunglasses. His frown, his
collapse.

It was his turn. He walked up to the window. The
teller was a woman around 26, homely but still pretty. Actually he
liked the professional outfits women wore in places like a bank. It
made them look like an uptight girl ready to scream sex. Real
estate brokers. He loved real estate brokers. So straight but
desperate to sell. This bank teller would quit her job in a second
to go home with him. She smiled at him with involuntary lust.

“I need to make a withdrawal,”
Michael said.

“I love your movies,” she
said.

“Thank you,” he said, flatly. “I
need some money.”

She kept smiling. “OK, how much would you like to
take out?”

Michael looked at the line of people behind him,
around ten long. They were all looking at him with a strange
collective pride. They were trying to be on their best behavior,
that’s what it was, trying to seem both attractive and flattering.
As if they were all about to be discovered.

Michael leaned in close to the teller window. “Four
million dollars,” he said.

The teller gasped. She looked fearful, as if Michael
had come to beat her.

“I-I’m afraid you’ll have to talk
to one of our representatives for that kind of
withdrawal.”

“Can’t you just give me a money
order or something?” Michael said. He felt like a child his first
time at the bank.

“No, Mr. Sennet, you have to speak
to a representative. I’ll get one for you. Right away.”

She ran from her chair to a closed door. The door
opened and she went inside. Michael felt abandoned. She remained
back there too long, five minutes. Michael had his eyes frozen in
front of him looking at a money-counting machine. He wouldn’t turn
around. He knew they were watching him.

Finally, the teller came back and sat down,
stiffly.

“He’ll be right with you,” she
said. Michael sensed judgment in her voice.

“Next,” she said. She glanced
coolly at Michael, as if somehow she knew what the money was for.
Her tone was like he could have been anyone. Where had she gone?
Where was the flirting girl with wide hips? “Next,” she said
again.

A door opened on Michael’s side of the bank. A man,
heavily bald, eyes lined with boredom, trying to smile wide, came
at Michael with his hand outstretched. He spoke loudly. “Mr.
Michael Sennet, how can I help you?”

Michael grimaced deeply, as would you.
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Michael drove his car into the Brentwood garage and
parked. He rested his head, eyes closed, against the black steering
wheel. Maybe I should die, he thought. Death would be better than
this. He looked at the garage wall, sunken. His eyes drifted to a
lawnmower sitting in a corner of the garage. We have a lawnmower?
We don’t even have a lawn. Michael smirked. See, that’s who I am.
I’m a man with a superfluous fucking lawnmower. What can Frank
Vicente say about that? The fucker can have my money but that’s all
he’s going to have. Goddamn paparazzi. They were the nazis of
Hollywood.

Michael got out of the car. He went through a door
which lead into the kitchen. Isadora was in the kitchen cleaning it
past the point of spotless. Michael fell into a steel-backed chair
at the kitchen table.

“Would you like some coffee, Mr.
Sennet?” Isadora asked. “I just made some.”

“Yes, Isadora,” Michael said. At
least she was sweet. “And you may as well bring me the bottle of
whiskey while you’re at it.”

Isadora smiled weakly and got Michael a cup of
coffee and a bottle of whiskey from the pantry, not the usual place
you’d keep a bottle of whiskey. Michael poured the whiskey into the
coffee mug – a “coffee with your whiskey” portion.

He picked up the remote control sitting on the table
and turned on the TV. He drank his Irish coffee and absently went
around the dial.

So much crap being produced. So many struggling
actors. How can they stand to be in this stupid, cheap shit? I
always have to remember to be glad about what I don’t have to do,
Michael thought. I’m at the top – I can do whatever I want. These
people had to justify themselves somehow. The movie star felt
better than the sit-com star who felt better than the porn-star who
felt better than the street-whore who felt better than the
crack-whore who felt better when she’s high.

Michael landed on a morning talk show. He’d appeared
on it at least six times. As false as one could possibly be.
Everyone smiled constantly, as if fearing the next awkward
moment.

Regis the elf, and a face-lifted woman Michael
didn’t recognize, were smiling merrily.

“This Vanity Plate Killer thing is
getting pretty scary, isn’t it?” the elf said. “I feel like
changing my license plates and I don’t even have vanity
plates!”

Laughter came from the audience.

“You’re not kidding. Wow,” said
the woman. “If you’re just joining us, the news today is that the
Vanity Plate Killer has struck again. This time it was young Jeff
Aynsley, owner of the Nature Way surf shop and son of software
magnate Jonathan Aynsley. His license plate was unfortunately ‘Love
to Surf.’ That’s L-V-2-S-U-R-F. Who knew what trouble that would
bring him?”

“He just loved to
surf.”

“That’s right.”

Michael absently turned off the TV as absently as he
had turned it on. The thought of what to do to Frank Vicente had
not occurred to him yet.
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This was the finest moment of
Frank’s life. Never had he felt so confident and sure of himself.
He felt educated.
He was a fan of Michael Sennet just like everybody. He had seen his
movies and was entertained by them. Yet when he left the theater he
also felt a twinge of self-disgust. Michael possessed everything
Frank didn’t have. Michael was the quarterback and Frank was the
loser. In high school Frank was such an outcast that even the nerds
ignored him. He wasn’t smart enough for the nerds. So he spent his
time in high school alone. Back then, he wasn’t dreaming of
Hollywood because that was too far away to be an option. So he just
masturbated in his room to the Ashleys and Jennys and Crystals and
felt poor about himself when he had to face school the next day.
But now all that had changed. The quarterback was on his knees.
Frank was proud enough to just be talking to Michael Sennet, let alone
having power over him. If Patsy the head cheerleader could see him
now, damn, it was like high school never existed.

Frank couldn’t remember very much of his childhood.
Only small fragments. Something about lemonade in a friend’s dark
apartment. The apartment was always dark. Then, later, after the
family had moved to Bradley, being hypnotized by a girl in his new
class, named Abbie, the most beautiful girl he had ever seen, a
small woman. He remembered little league. One time he got a triple.
He remembered ice-skating in Ohio when he visited his grandparents.
Going to the beach on the Gulf. That covered up to twelve years
old. Five very hazy memories that may as well have been dreams, and
very well could have been. What he remembered most was that he was
a good kid, obedient and happy. Those years were limp and cheerful.
And so his life, as memory would state it, began in high
school.

A shitty time, high school. There was a certain kind
of high school loneliness that never went away. Because if the
years of one to six were formative in your relationship to your
parents, then the years of thirteen to eighteen were formative in
your relationship to the world.

Between classes, Frank sat on a picnic bench and
watched the people who seemed more adult, more tan, more
comfortable than himself. High school was castrating. Girls looked
so unfairly good when they’re seventeen, and he looked unfairly
poor. Not only ugly, but half-Italian and ugly. Big nose,
mono-brow. A sallow, acned, underdeveloped kid who watched the
pretty people smiling and making plans for every weekend. The
unattainable beauty of a young girl made a person think that life
was unapproachable. At his lowest moment Frank would rub the vein
on his wrist as if looking for a place to cut, but more to show
people “Look, this is what you’ve driven me to.” Friends he’d had
in junior high thought he was going to kill himself.

The same feelings were now arising
about Michael Sennet. Hollywood was like high school all over
again. A place where the pretty and comfortable persevered, and the
ugly watched. There was a certain youthful pride that existed in
Hollywood, a center-of-the-world, sun-drenched, almost chosen,
pride. Just like teenagers who thought nothing could hurt them. The
main difference between Hollywood and high school was that in
Hollywood they didn’t just think they were in the center of the
world, they were in the center of the world.

Frank had somehow made it through high school and
then moved to L.A. And now the past seemed like a cinematic dream:
triumph of the loser. Hollywood was giving Frank his happy
ending.

He pulled up Michael’s street feeling as proud as if
he had been invited over for a dinner party. This neighborhood was
as fine as women. Every house was like a runway model displaying
itself.

Michael was already in front of the house waiting
for him, pacing in front of the garage. When Frank pulled up,
Michael froze and his eyes glowed like a deer caught in Frank’s
headlights. Frank shut off the car and Michael walked quickly up to
the car before Frank could get out.

“Where the fuck have you been?”
Michael said.

Frank checked the clock on the dashboard. “What, you
said eleven, it’s 11:10. Bit of a stickler, aren’t you?”

“Cheryl’s going to be home any
minute.”

“Cheryl? I’d like to meet
her.”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

They stared at each other for a moment – Michael
frowning, Frank amused. Frank got out of his car.

The neighborhood was quiet. The only light was the
half moon and a neighbor’s porch light. Both of their faces were
lit up blue with that light.

“So, do you have my money?” Frank
asked.

“Yes,” Michael said.

Michael walked back to the front gate and picked up
a suitcase. Frank never thought there were suitcases full of money
in real life. This was like a mob movie. Michael handed the
suitcase to Frank. It was nicer than Frank’s apartment, sturdy
brown leather and suede.

“Nice suitcase,” Frank
said.

“It’s all I had,” Michael
said.

“Is it real leather?”

“Yes, it’s real leather. That’s a
$500 suitcase. I guess you get to keep it.”

“Really? I didn’t think there
would be extra perks.”

Frank smirked. Michael scowled. A car drove by at
the bottom of the hill and Michael looked suddenly worried.
Probably afraid it was Cheryl. The car passed by.

“Let’s get this done,” Michael
said. “Where are the pictures?”

“They’re in the car. Let me get
them.”

Frank walked to the car and Michael followed him,
looking left to right to see if anyone was watching. Frank went
into the driver’s side and came out with an envelope sitting on the
dashboard. After this he could get rid of this piece of shit car
with its rumbling motor and cracked black vinyl.

Frank handed the envelope to Michael.

Michael opened the envelope and pulled out the
contents. He flipped through the pictures with an intense look of
wincing anger.

“There’s one in there I
particularly like,” Frank said.

Frank reached for the envelope. Michael pulled it
from his grasp. Frank smiled.

“It’s a very good shot. She’s on
top. Your hands are on her neck. You could be killing her. I’m
proud of my work. There’s real artistry here. I’m almost tempted to
keep the pictures and sell them – take the loss on the money. You
know, I’m doing you a favor. These pictures could make me real
fucking famous.”

“I hate your kind, Vicente,”
Michael said.

“I can show the public who you
really are,” Frank went on. “You’re a hero to them, remember? You
take us away from all the crap in our daily lives. No one wants to
believe that you’re a pervert like the rest of us. Yet you know how
much they’ll lap it up when they find out that you are. See, I have
an important job. I report when God’s not behaving
himself.”

“You’re an invasion of privacy.
You put a price on people’s heads.”

“I’m just giving people what they
want to see.”

“You’re a fucking weasely
prick.”

“A prick. We’re both pricks,
aren’t we?”

Michael’s temples looked as though they were going
to throb out of his head.

“The celebrity and the paparazzi.
You’re king of the jungle. The public is your prey. I just inform
them when you’re going to attack. It’s my duty, just as if I were a
journalist uncovering another misdeed by the President.”

Michael was cold stone-faced. “Where are the
negatives?” he said.

Frank was still enjoying himself. “I was hoping you
wouldn’t me ask for those.”

“Get them.”

Michael was looking as full of fury as the other
night. It was disconcerting coming from a man who smiled for a
living. Maybe I should get this over with, Frank thought. Don’t
push my luck. He could always change his mind.

Frank went into the glove compartment to get the
negatives. He backed out of the car.

When he turned around he saw that Michael had his
hand in the air. Frank thought he was pointing at something in the
sky. Cops maybe. The stars for whatever reason.

“The negatives–”

Michael’s arm came down on Frank’s face, and in
Michael’s hand was a brick. Frank wasn’t hurt so much as startled,
but the force of it made him fall to the ground.

Then it started hurting. Michael hit him again and
again. Rise and fall, rise and fall. Frank put his hand up and
Michael hit his fingers, breaking them. Frank grunted softly. He
should have called out but part of him thought this wasn’t real,
he’d wake up soon and this would all be over. Something he couldn’t
consider dreaming couldn’t seem real in life.

Frank looked up at Michael, silhouetted by sky.
Michael’s face was bathed in blackness, no teeth or eyes. Before
the final blow came down on his forehead, Frank thought: forget
about fame, this is going to make me a legend.
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Michael kept hitting Frank slower and slower until
he stopped. Frank wasn’t moving. Michael, panting, kneeled over
Frank’s beaten body. It was over. Michael felt a mixture of
complete fear and serenity. He hadn’t known how much he wanted to
do that. A small smile even came to his lips. In every blow, he
seemed to be wailing on everything that had ever bothered him. And
now it was dead.

Another car passed by at the bottom of the hill.
Michael snapped out of his reverie. This is real life, he
remembered. I’ve killed a man. Things had to be done.

He opened the garage door and found a pair of
gardening gloves. He put them on.

Frank’s keys had to be around here somewhere. Never
before had Michael touched a dead man. He searched through Frank’s
pockets. He thought Frank’s body might spring back to life if he
touched him. It seemed too easy that Frank could be dead. People
weren’t any more complicated than machines with an on/off switch.
Michael shuddered. Until you actually witnessed death, it was as
unattainable as faded memory. Frank’s body was motionless, as if he
had never lived.

Michael looked up at the black sky. He imagined
Frank up there now, arm in arm with faceless ghosts – content,
wanted, laughing together at mortal, flustered Michael Sennet. The
sky was haunted with eyes. Every star was blinking at him.

Michael looked back down at the body and that seemed
to steady him. He held his breath and retrieved the keys out of
Frank’s front pants’ pocket. Frank wasn’t fighting him anymore.
Michael could have done anything he wanted with that body. Death
was like nudity in that you were completely defenseless.

He opened the back door to Frank’s car. He picked up
Frank under the arms and pulled him onto the floor between the
front and the back seat. It wasn’t so easy, Frank was heavy. He got
into the car and started it up. The muffler cracked, Michael
trembled.

Then he drove.

 


Michael looked for a place to stash the car. Oh
fuck. Oh fuck. Oh fuck. He was starting to get nervous. He wanted
to get this car far away from Brentwood. He tried to take all dark,
suburban streets, mostly quiet this time of night. But Michael
Sennet driving a used hatchback was very conspicuous.

He took Sepulveda because there were less cars on
Sepulveda. The shining white-cement freeway felt like a spotlight.
He drove south. The further south the better. He needed to take
this car away from anything that had to do with him.

He passed Olympic. Wide and bright here, more
people. The further he drove, the more he was pushing his luck. He
took a left on Pico. He drove two blocks and found an alleyway
between a laundromat and a bookstore. Both were closed for the
night. Pico was busy but this alley was tucked away. Michael turned
off the car and removed the keys. He threw the keys on top of
Frank’s body in the back seat. He made sure he hadn’t left anything
in the car. He got out of the car and shut the door as quietly as
he could and stood there trying not to hear his own breathing.
Every movement sounded like it was coming from overhead.

Then something struck him – should
I have driven the car into the ocean, drown everything? That’s what
people did, shit, in the movies. Too late now, and where the
hell could he have done that without being seen. He had to stick
with this plan now that it was in motion.

How the fuck am I getting home? The bus? I guess I
gotta walk. Tell Cheryl that a meeting went late. The blood? Well,
she wouldn’t ever see that.

He started walking back home. Then he remembered. He
turned back to the car.

He retrieved Frank’s keys off the body. The dead
body was now beginning to seem less like the body of a man and more
like an anonymous corpse. Michael opened the trunk and found the
car jack. Next to the jack was a wrench. Look at that, Frank, you
did something to help me. Michael went to the back of the car and
began removing the license plate. He had never done that before. He
couldn’t even change a tire. It took some time but he got it
done.

He shut the trunk, put the keys back in the back
seat, and then wiped down the steering wheel, dashboard and door
handles with his shirt. He was done.

Michael stood in the alley, license plate in hand,
and stared at Frank’s car.

“Holy shit.”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Curt Knudsen

 


 


“Michael Sennet was honored today
by the mayor and Hollywood elite for his work in the community.
Last week he helped save a man who had gotten into an accident on
the freeway. He was also recognized for his work with orphans. He
donates a percentage of his income to local children’s charities.
Sennet himself was adopted as a baby. His adoptive parents later
divorced. Here he is seen with the mayor’s wife, Trudy. In other
more troubling news, the Vanity Plate Killer has found another
victim.”

Curt put his plate of food on the coffee table and
leaned into the TV, aghast.

Cindy sat next to him eating the meal she had made,
some kind of chicken and cheese casserole. Not bad really. “What is
it?” she said.

“Shut up. Shut up.”

He turned up the TV.

“This time it was Hollywood
photographer Frank Vicente. His license plate read P-A-P-R-A-Z-I.
Detective Stein, the chief operative in this investigation, has
said that Vicente was killed in a different manner than the Vanity
Plate Killer’s other victims but police are not yet saying if this
is a copycat crime or another method used by the now famous and
widely-feared murderer.”

“Wow, that makes nine now,” Cindy
said. She was pleased.

Curt was dazed. He looked over at Cindy without
really seeing her.

“What...the...fuck.”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Martin Goldfarb

 


 


It seemed fake, something he could
rewind and cut out, as excisable as bad dailies. What if when Judy
came to the door and found him pumping away at the moaning maid,
she didn’t stand there with a fury like her eyes were boiling, but
instead smiled a light smile, thinking, oh you, Marty, so precocious. Or better
yet, make this a porn film, Judy showed up at the door in a
mini-skirt nobody ever wears and no panties, and said, “Seeing you
both there is making me wet,” and simply, aggressively, she joined
in which went on for hours upon mechanical hours, a festival of
sensual hatred. Cut. Print. No.

He wasn’t a producer of pornography. Maybe that was
what happened with the wife of a fuck-film producer, but Marty
produced movies that made people in the Midwest happy: his life had
rules.

He hadn’t slept with Esmerelda in weeks but then
there was that day when Michael Sennet stormed out of his office
and Marty felt like he needed something stronger than a drink. He
learned from the time of his first drink and first fuck – at age
fourteen – that the two combined made him feel erect. He went home
and Esmerelda was waiting. Judy came home.

There was a difference between
fucking and getting caught fucking. For some women, for some
reason, if they didn’t see it, they let it slide. Marty made a
powerful amount of money – 40 million dollars in his best year when
he had points in a surprise blockbuster – and that amount of income
earned him some freedom. He worked in an industry made up of pretty
people so some amount of sliding
was accepted. It turned Judy on in a way to know
that every just-off-the-boat actress would give her husband a six
hour blow-job just to be an extra. All those willful girls were
permissible to Judy. But the maid, she wasn’t an opportunist, she
was a servant. Judy liked to believe that she had a good
relationship with Esmerelda, a gratifying relationship of boss and
employee. She thought Esmerelda looked up to her as the best
example of a rich, elegant woman. So for Marty to be fucking the
maid, the underling, the charity case, regarded no more than a
stray pet, was less acceptable than if Marty had been with ten
starlets in one afternoon.

What makes you really upset, Marty flew back at her,
is that you have no one to feel superior to now. The maid’s got
something over you. This isn’t even about me.

That was an insulting stretch, he knew, but drowning
men sucked in water, and this water was the ocean of self-defense.
All it would accomplish would be to make her angrier in hindsight
when the details of this stupid plot finally sank in.

So Judy was leaving him. He never
anticipated that coming. It didn’t even cross his mind that it
could happen while he was quietly pumping Esmerelda from behind,
something she’d only done with Marty. When he was in the thick of
things, there was no sense in thinking about the consequences
because there was no turning back. Once something had been done it
was license to do it again and again. Fucking the maid ten times
was the same as one time. It was the same way he did business. It
literally paid to not have a conscience. He wasn’t
evil, but to brood and
doubt and guilt over everything would keep you from ever
accomplishing anything.

Even so, he was now going a little crazy. He
couldn’t stop thinking about Esmerelda. All she could basically say
in English was, “Yes, Mr. Goldfarb,” smiling as weakly as a teenage
girl, and get him things. But that was exactly the point: she got
him things. He had crossed over to that beautiful frontier where
his lover was his servant. He was an asshole, he knew it. But she
was so accommodating. Warm, good-natured. Un-Hollywood. She didn’t
know a thing about what mattered to most people. She watched the
Spanish TV shows with a gentle, submissive kind of awe. He could
talk to Esmerelda about grosses and projects and executives and she
would nod politely and say, “That nice, Mister Goldfarb.” There was
no criticism, or even praise, just the silent unjudgmental ear of
someone who was simply glad he was talking. Esmerelda’s attention
was so pure and unconditional and unfailing, like the love of
children.

Maybe this was what love and marriage was about, her
devotion. Whenever he looked at Judy he couldn’t help but see
himself through her eyes, all things wrong and right, mostly
wrong.

Except he still missed Judy. He must have loved her.
Judy, for all her over-spending, superficiality, and general
shrillness, she was supportive. She knew what made him happy or
uncomfortable. She knew the business as well as he did and she was
grateful for the life he’d given her. She looked up to him, which
was more satisfying because it came from a mind like his own.

He could kill them both, he thought. He was feeling
just that bad. But the damage had already been done. And it was his
fault.

He was fucked. How could this have happened? More to
the point, how could he have let this happen. He was smarter than
this. If there was anything he prided himself on it was that he was
smart. Marty liked to believe that his intelligence possessed
something much deeper than shrewdness: it possessed insanity. He
was able to read people and write them off in five or six seconds.
He could think of present projects, past projects, and future
projects with equal knowledge and intensity. Glenn Gould could read
a newspaper while listening to the radio and absorb both of them
equally. Marty thought that he possessed the kind of mildly insane
intelligence that might be the product of genius.

And so maybe geniuses did
eccentric things like screwed their maid named Esmerelda and had
their heart pound with lust and love when they couldn’t see her,
while at the very same time their heart brutally pounded for their
wife. Maybe everything geniuses did was irrational until they got
down to the business of work. Marty’s confidence in his
intelligence was the one thing that had always grounded him. The
best armor he’d devised in order to not be weighted down by all the
monstrous ignorance in the world was to believe, to
know, that he was smart.
He didn’t read, mind you. Never really had. He knew that he was an
idiot where some of the greater things were concerned. But he knew
how things were connected. He knew what mattered, what made sense
and what was useless, regardless of what had been
written.

He had always been good at his job. That was proof
enough of his intelligence. It was why he could get along with a
man like Michael Sennet so well. They were cut from the same cloth
– survival of the fittest. Sure his job was about sucking mental
cock – through the lines of a phone or through the eyes at a
meeting – but also the job was about instinct. And he had a talent
for Hollywood as deep as some six-year-old prodigal violinist. He
felt like he should have a diploma on his wall like a doctor for
ubiquitous and ambiguous things nevertheless earned. Look at that
last sentiment and tell him he wasn’t a genius.

But this. His marriage, Esmerelda, even his
relationship with Michael. They had always been solid, unchanging
and they didn’t progress in ways he couldn’t control. They remained
in the same distracting and occupying place and he could go on and
live his life without having to worry about anything falling apart.
You didn’t want your car breaking down in the middle of nowhere,
cause you’d be fucked, and that’s where he was now, the middle of
nowhere, walking by himself in the stupid rain holding an empty gas
can, hoping that this would magically be fixed, but he knew the
only way to fix this was distance.

 


#

 


Pour myself into work, that’s all I can do. Another
movie, that’s what matters. To be sitting in a boardroom with
something in production felt life-giving, a money-colored
shelter.

They didn’t eat donuts, they ate pastries.
Cappuccino instead of coffee because they could.

Marty was at the head of the table. He was the boss.
He looked around the room with a feeling of calm accomplishment,
like a grandfather being honored at his birthday party. A toast of
love and respect and admiration for a life fully lived. And what a
grand baby they were creating together – something that would cost
millions of dollars and be seen by millions of people. Rule
Hollywood and you’ll rule the world, Stalin said.

All right, now Marty felt good, both safe and
brutally strong. A beloved grandfather and a dictator.

Collected at the table were Jocelyn Wiler, the
executive producer who worked her way up from D-girl, ambitious and
ruthless but good at her job, Sarah, her secretary, overly shy for
how good she looked, better looking than her boss, fresh out of the
womb of college, Daniel De Haven, a slick-as-fuck director, dressed
in a black sports coat with a black t-shirt tucked into black
jeans, jet black hair, and black eyes to be truthful, the man
people thought about when they thought about cocaine, but he’d
earned that look because of four obscene successes in a row, and
finally Michael Sennet who was better looking than anybody, with
jetter-black hair, but now looked like sullen, fly-ridden
horseshit.

Marty hadn’t seen Michael since the fight during
their last meeting. Telling Michael that he couldn’t direct
“Fathers and Sons” might have been a bad decision because Michael
was looking below down. His eyes were cavernous, his skin was pale
and damp. Maybe he’d gotten back into junk. He looks like worse
shit than me. Why not just let him direct whatever he wants? It was
his life, let him fuck it up, hear the mocking laughter. Oh, that’s
right, if Michael damaged himself, he would bring Marty with him.
Don’t screw around with something that’s working. Keep making
projects like they were working on today, excessively entertaining,
artistically worthless, but he’ll say it again, entertainment was
an artform, damn the critics. Back to Michael: why fuck around with
guarantees? Love wasn’t guaranteed, look at Judy and Esmerelda.
That this movie could guarantee 30-40 million dollars in its
opening weekend was a heavily solace-bearing thing.

Marty wanted to find a way to wipe away that
expression on Michael’s face, somewhere between bloody constipation
and the realization that everyone you love is dead. The boy looked
bad. Everybody else was talking their talk, smiling with pride like
they were girls showing off their new summer breasts on the first
day of school. But Michael looked like he was in a vacuum, hearing
nothing, staring at the black table – as smooth and black as the
“2001” obelisk – as if God or death really were there. Better get
started.

“Welcome everybody,” Marty said,
feeling cheerful just to begin. “Let’s get this movie made already.
What’s it called?”

“‘Murders and Acquisitions,’”
Sarah said.

“I was kidding, Sarah. I know the
title.”

“Sorry.” Her eyes went softly to
her lap.

“Don’t apologize.” He turned to
Daniel. “No apologies in this room, right fuckface?”

“You said it, cocknose,” Daniel
said.

Marty laughed hugely. “Cocknose, that’s good. I’ll
remember that.” He stopped his laughter. “‘Murders and
Acquisitions,’ ‘Murders and Acquisitions,’ what is that a pun or
something?”

Sarah looked down pointlessly at her yellow notepad.
“On Mergers and Acquisitions,” she said.

“I was kidding again, Sarah. I’m
not an idiot.”

“Sorr–” Sarah stopped
herself.

“You’re learning, Sarah. I like
that.”

Michael was actually smiling along with everybody
else. Until:

Jocelyn pointed her nose high in the air the way she
always did before she said something. “Hey, did you hear that there
was another Vanity Plate Killing last night?”

“Yeah, how about that?” Daniel
said.

“This time the guy was just beaten
to death. With a brick or something. Can you believe it? That’s two
right in a row. The other guy was killed with a knife in his
neck.”

“Jesus,” Daniel said.

“No kidding,” Jocelyn said.
“Though I’d rather be killed by a knife in the neck than beaten by
a brick.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Marty broke in
happily.

“Better that way. Faster,” Daniel
said. The director was staring at Sarah’s 22-year-old tits,
thinking obvious thoughts. Her eyes and smile were twitching like a
child.

Jocelyn went on, “Although a brick might just knock
you out right away and then you wouldn’t feel the rest. If you got
stabbed in the neck you’d suffocate to death. And you’d have to see
all that blood. That would be horrible.”

“That’s true,” Daniel said. His
eyes were still on Sarah. Sarah squirmed in her seat like this was
already sex.

“Still though, there’s something
so crude about a brick,” Jocelyn said.

“Yeah, I’d still prefer a knife,”
Daniel agreed.

“How about you, Sarah?” Marty
said. He had been watching Daniel and Sarah and wanted it to stop.
Daniel was such a slick prick and this was like watching Daniel
fuck his little ignorant daughter. “Would you rather be killed by a
knife in your neck or beaten by a brick?”

“A knife, I guess,” Sarah said,
weightlessly.

“That’s good, you’re one of us,”
Marty said, hands splayed on his stomach as if feeling his fatherly
weight.

Suddenly Michael was standing. His voice was both
weak and loud. “I have an idea. How about if we stop talking about
this? It’s pretty fucking unpleasant if you ask me.”

The room went silent.

“Fair enough,” Marty said
solemnly, unable to look in Michael’s direction. “The man’s right.
Let’s talk about our movie, ‘Murders and Acquisitions,’ instead.
Now, we still don’t have someone to play the killer.” His eyes lit
up. “I know, how about you, Michael?”

Everybody laughed, the silent curse broken.
Everybody except, of course, Michael who seemed to be sweating
transparent blood.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Michael Sennet

 


 


Murder. Murder. Murder. Get away from here. All he
could think about was murder. How could they not be reading that on
him? The word was shrieking so loud in his mind that he was almost
convinced that it could be transmitted silently. He couldn’t get
away from it. When he tried to think about something else, there it
was, some detail: Frank’s eyes, the car in the alleyway, Frank
slumped in the back, the dull, dim streetlight, the smell of his
sweat when he got back home, burning his clothes in the fireplace,
the warm, cloudless night – why did L.A. have to be so warm? It
reminded him of a body.

It felt like nighttime now. The day seemed scarred
with darkness, as if the night had never ended. Frank and Michael’s
lives were so intertwined that Michael felt like he was living the
afterlife, a spiritual empathy, as if he was feeling what Frank
might now be feeling in order to keep Frank alive. What it was
really doing was making Michael feel dead.

He also felt something else, something unexplored.
He had played killers before. During those times you really didn’t
want to get near him. He had purposefully lost his mind in order to
play the erratic, suicidal character, Joey Baker. It had even come
to the point where he and Cheryl had to live in separate houses
during the three month shoot for “Killers.” It was his favorite
part of being an actor. Method acting was liberating. He was proud
of being able to willfully enter the mind of a criminal, stay
there, then leave. He’d received his first Oscar nomination for
that role, the realism. He still thought that early supporting role
was some of his finest work.

But nothing could touch what he was feeling now.
Acting was still objective no matter how far he took it. Method
acting a killer was half-baked unless you actually killed someone.
And now he had.

Celebrity had always made him feel
apart from normal people. Even before he was famous he felt
separate from people, a kind of comfortable alienation. He felt as
if he was destined to occupy a place that most people never even
considered, or dreamt about and failed. He was above people, he thought to himself
– but only to himself. And he had gotten there by
acting.

He believed in God, he did. Linked
to his feelings of inevitability was the feeling that his fate had
already been decided. That he was acting out something already chosen
for him. Somebody somewhere wanted him to do great things, teach
people, or make them happy. When he was acting he felt as if he was
channeling somebody else’s talent. He didn’t really have to work
that hard – his degree of talent was in a way unfair, effortless –
the performances just happened. So he felt like he was being
watched, studied. Crazy, maybe, but these ideas had been justified
by his success. He was world famous. To be beloved by a whole
planet made a person think that they were blessed by something
beyond the universe of stars.

But acting now seemed a hazy unreality. Acting was a
profession. Murder was real. Even though Frank’s death felt
menacing, Michael in a way had never felt so alive, so integrally a
participant in the eternal theories of right and wrong. And so
maybe all this was happening for a good reason. Maybe he was
supposed to put the power of these emotions back into his art, to
move people. He had been given a ticket to the other side – a place
where no actor could say to have gone. His life wasn’t only greater
than fiction, it was greater than Hollywood – a place where the
good guy always won. Maybe with this one act, I am destined to
achieve a spiritual greatness as well as material wealth. I am
destined to become as heroic as my characters.

Then just as quickly his mind
would waver and crash. He would feel a king’s sense of power – “Off
with his head” – and then, suddenly, feel a satanic sense of
reality. The coldness of a man lying dead in a car, his burned
clothes, the brick murder weapon, stained with blood a shade darker
than the brick which he forgot to dispose of and lay there,
untouched, in the front flowerbed like a gravestone – these
weren’t spiritual details, they were shameful. All the justifications in the
world wouldn’t change what other people would think about him if
they found out about what he had done. He was alone, and for the
first time in his life. His attempts at self-aggrandizement had to
remain solitary – it was a feeling as isolating as fame. People had
to be kept from finding out at all costs, because then he wouldn’t
only be alone, he would be hated. Hollywood would pounce on him
joylessly, shouting, “Off with his head.”

Right now, as he came out of the meeting for
“Murders,” Michael was feeling the guilt and loathing. He thought
every pore breathed of crime. Marty, Daniel, et al. poured out of
the door laughing and talking their nonsense.

“Do we really have to start
shooting in January?”

“Half the movie takes place in the
snow.”

“But it’s so cold. Couldn’t we do it on a
soundstage?”

“Too expensive to build the whole
thing. We need a city.”

“We may have to film in Vancouver
if New York doesn’t get snowfall.”

“That’s true. Faking snowfall is a
pain in the ass.”

“Fuck Vancouver. I want
authenticity.”

“Fine. We’ll talk.
Bye.”

Jocelyn walked down the hallway. Sarah followed a
step behind.

Daniel was staring at Sarah’s ass, hypnotized like
it was a pocket watch. He looked over at Marty and Michael. “She
has a rapeable charm, doesn’t she?” he said. They were quiet. “OK,
so long, fellas.” He ran towards Jocelyn and Sarah down the
hallway.

Michael and Marty were left standing alone with each
other. Marty had an unconvincing smile, as if they were at a party
and Marty got stuck with the dullard.

“I wanted to talk to you about the
other day,” Marty said.

“You don’t have to apologize,”
Michael replied.

“I wasn’t going to apologize. This
isn’t about apologies. It’s about–”

“Have you thought any more about
it?” Michael broke in. “About having me direct the
movie?”

“Awe, Michael, Marshall Rossi has
already agreed to do the movie. I know and you know that he is good
for the project.”

Marty sounded like a principal talking to a
disruptive student. All condescension and no self-judgment.

“I’m sorry but that project’s
taken,” Marty said. “We can find something else for
you.”

“I wanted this,” Michael
said.

“We’ll find something else. You’re
Michael Sennet. You can do anything you want.”

“Except this.”

“Except this. Let’s find you
something less…wide in scope.”

Michael stared at Marty hatefully. Like he was
Frank. Frank and Marty were one and the same. They both held
unwanted control over Michael’s life. One from the bottom, one from
the top.

“I’ve got to get going,” Marty
said. “We have another meeting on Monday, right?”

Michael didn’t answer.

“See you then?” Marty looked
unsure, as if he were talking to an unsafe pet.

“Sure,” Michael said, deflating
his anger.

“Good,” Marty said, satisfied. He
turned and walked away.

Michael was left alone in the hallway. The
glossy-gray walls and the boardroom door seemed to dwarf him.

He made his way to the elevator. After two corners
he bumped into Persephone. There weren’t many people in the world
Michael wanted to see less.

“Hey Michael,” Persephone said,
seductively, her body curved into an S.

“Persephone,” Michael said. He
could hardly finish the word.

Michael continued walking to the elevator. He wanted
this to be over without the politeness of hello and goodbye. Just
to somehow end.

Persephone followed Michael down the hallway, trying
to keep pace, her feet chattering.

“I was hoping we’d bump into each
other one of these days. So do you want to get together again?”
Such impossible optimism in her voice.

Maybe I could fuck you like I fucked Frank Vicente.
Murder, if nothing else, made problems go away. I wish I could tell
you what I’m capable of so you would run scared back to Michigan.
Or wherever the fuck it was.

It struck him that none of this would have happened
with Frank if she hadn’t been yet another pale red-head. If he
hadn’t been weak-willed.

They were at the elevator. Michael pressed the down
button three times. It didn’t light. Nothing was working right now.
He looked up at the numbers above the elevator, unable to look
pretty Persephone in the eye. He watched the numbers fall, 10, 9,
8…

“It was so great last time. Wasn’t
it?” Persephone said. She twisted herself in front of Michael as if
to screw a response out of him.

Michael was silent.

Persephone changed her tone, abruptly somber like a
newscaster. “And I know I need some company with all this Vanity
Plate Killer stuff. It’s got me scared half to death.”

Michael finally looked down at her. “The Vanity
Plate Killer,” he said.

“Yeah, haven’t you been reading
about it?”

“Yes, I have,” he said.

“It’s scary what some people will
do.”

Michael looked up at the ceiling as if there might
be some sanity up there. “My God, is that all anybody thinks
about?” he said.

Persephone blinked. “Well, yeah, sort of.”

Michael broke. He stomped his foot
down on the office carpet. He yelled. “Oh man. I don’t think we
should be talking. I know and you know that it would be good if we never saw each other again.
Not for lunch, not in the hallway, not even a nod hello. Not any
fucking thing. It’s the awful truth about Michael Sennet. Don’t get
too close to Michael Sennet.”

Michael held a finger in front of his face, eyes
exploding wide, like a mad preacher or a scientist trying to prove
the unprovable.

The elevator doors opened. Persephone was
speechless. Her whole body had changed from soft aggressive
sexuality into hurt disbelief. Michael got into the elevator, his
back to the doors as they closed.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Curt Knudsen

 


 


There’s another Vanity Plate Killer on the loose.
Who the fuck would do such a thing? I’m turning this city of dumb
sun and madness into even more madness. At least he – or she, my
perfect woman, but women don’t kill people, they have babies. He
killed someone worthy of killing, a tabloid photographer. God
slaughtered sinners and so do I.

Curt scratched out the last sentence.

Fuck that. I don’t want to use God as a scapegoat.
Serial killers are always blaming or explaining things on God. Or
the devil, something outside themselves. Takes away the guilt I
guess. But I want the guilt. I want people to know that I alone am
responsible. This new killer is actually taking away some of my
steam. At the moment he may be making it seem like I’m more of a
menace. Everywhere at once. But in the end I want all the credit
where credit is due. No dilution by unessential characters.

I have to admit that the man seems to know what he’s
doing. He covered his tracks, remembered to take the license plate.
I wonder where he keeps it? For once I have an equal colleague.
Never had a colleague before. Like they say, imitation is the
sincerest form of flattery. I would like to meet my copycat. It
seems as if he’s good at his job.

Curt stopped writing.

He was in his apartment sitting at a small wooden
desk. He’d bought the desk cheaply for this purpose, writing. The
furniture reminded him of home – posterboard made to look like fake
wood. The apartment was lit dimly by one desk lamp, short with a
green lampshade that reminded him of some private detective from a
forties’ movie. Above the desk there was a bookshelf which
contained a small library of true crime books about serial killers,
a dictionary.

He was typing on some kind of hybrid
typewriter/computer that he’d bought at a pawn shop for twenty
dollars. He selected print and the thing began clacking away,
typing by itself as if being written by a ghost. He lightly smiled
as he watched it type like he was watching his own personal
secretary. Each word was another step towards completion. Even if
some of it wasn’t exactly how he wanted it, at least he had more
than he had yesterday. That was what he thought at the end of every
day. Better than yesterday. It might have been flawed but he had
more than the day before. Those pages had been empty white just a
couple of hours ago and now they were full of all his ideas. It was
almost like killing in a way, the creative power of it, the total
control he had over the minds and lives of people. Even more
satisfying cause he didn’t even have to leave the apartment.

Imitation was flattery – that
applied to artists, didn’t it? Curt felt a swell of pride that he
hadn’t felt since elementary school. He was good at school back
then. If only things had stayed at simple division and subtraction
he could have been good through high school. But things got
complicated. Algebra didn’t make any sense. And who needed math
anyway when there were girls. He’d failed out at
sixteen.

But now he was writing a novel. It made the past
seem insignificant. Shit, if anyone back home could see him, all
the pages he’d written. He wished he could show someone, but he had
to wait till it was done. Maybe that was one of the drawbacks with
writing. At least with killing you were sharing it with another
person. With writing, you could only entertain yourself.

Curt started writing the book when he saw the
stories being written about him in the paper. They, in fact,
weren’t about him at all, but were about the victims, their
families, or about the crime scene told in dry, forensic detail. He
hated the newspaper, it made everything seem equally lifeless.
Headlines like: VPK Only Kills On Cold Nights, No Link Suggested.
Who the fuck cared? It wasn’t even true, for one thing. What did he
care about the weather in the sky? Curt figured the only way to get
his story told accurately was to tell it himself. He bought all his
supplies, set them up, and hoped it would come. And somehow it did.
Somewhere deep inside him there had always been a writer, he
guessed. He enjoyed the process of writing and he enjoyed telling
his story. Most of all he enjoyed imagining the audience reading
his book and being entertained by the great profound original depth
of his mind.

He also wanted to document the murders for people
who had once looked down on him. Dusty Macelroy. Old girlfriends.
The cops in South Carolina. The small townspeople who treated him
like a thief just for living. He wanted all those people to read it
and weep like the victims’ families.

The book had replaced Curt’s interest in the
American Purity Church. There may have been strength in numbers,
but he derived more personal strength from fighting alone. In a way
he was writing a revolutionary primer to be read by the masses, so
he’d achieve that strength in numbers once he had readers. Right
now he’d rather be alone with the comforting light of his book than
struggle with strangers. Curt may have been one of the most
significant men of his generation and people treated him like he
was anybody. Why bother with their indifference when it would
change to obedient respect when his book came out? He would be able
to walk into any place and people would automatically admire him
even if he never said a word. So he chose to stay inside where he
couldn’t be underestimated and just keep on writing. His dream of
vindication was as supportive as friendship. He’d show them
all.

The pages from today were done printing. 59, 60,
& 61. He’d never written sixty pages of anything in his life.
He added the new pages to the pile. Then he packed the stack
against the desk to make it neat. He flipped through it from start
to ending. It was having some real weight now. It was starting to
feel like a book, not just a long story. He smiled, eyes lit with
both pride and humility. This could really happen. Lastly, he
printed up a new title page with the day’s date: The Vanity Plate
Killer a novel by Curt Knudsen.

Curt put the title page on top of the manuscript and
let it lay there on the desk. He rolled back from the desk and just
stared at the book. It sat on the desk like a living, breathing
thing. The pages were so bright, brighter than anything else in the
room, even light, because there was a mind in there. Like fresh
meat or something. Shit, he couldn’t stop looking at it. It was a
smiling child, or God, or a punishing father. It was all things. He
was proud of it, dutifully and fearfully proud.

Cindy, his girl, came into the room. He’d almost
forgotten about her. Sometimes it seemed like she was a pet that he
would have to remember to feed every once in a while but mainly
just roamed the apartment and slept.

She came up behind him and put her hands on his
shoulders. He didn’t want her there. He was working. One slight
move and he might forget things.

“What you doing, Curt?” she asked
with more boredom than curiosity.

“I’m working on my
book.” He put extra
emphasis on the word so it would imply everything he was thinking
– book meant be
quiet, get away from here, always leave me alone when I’m
working.

She didn’t read between those lines. She picked up
the manuscript – which to Curt seemed like she had started picking
his scabs.

“Put that down, Cindy,” he yelled
at her.

She ignored him and kept holding the book. “Can I
read it?” she said.

“No, that’s private.”

“Why?”

“I’m still working on
it.”

“C’mon, it’s just
writing.”

“I don’t want anyone to read it
till it’s done.”

She threw the manuscript down on the desk as if she
hoped it would break. He could feel a female torrent coming.

“Well, Goddamn, Curt, you gotta
show something to me. I support us, Curt. You gotta give me more
than this. You’re never home and when you are you’re working on
this book. Have
you turned into a fucking faggot? Seems to me you used to say that
people like writers were pansy fuckers. All mind and no muscle. Is
that you, Curt? Are you a pansy fucker?”

Curt had no answer for this. He just wanted it to
end. “Fine,” he said. He picked up the manuscript and showed it to
her.

This time Cindy took the trouble to read the title
page. She read it slowly, as if each letter was hard to come
by.

“‘The…Vanity…Plate…Killer…by…Curt…Knudsen.’”

It might be a risky thing to show it to her but he
had to do something. He wasn’t ready to get rid of her just yet.
She looked kind of cute standing there, holding his manuscript, her
eyes softly concentrating and her whole body going small with
submission.

“What’s this?” she
said.

“It’s the book I’m
writing.”

“What, you writing a book about
that killer?”

Curt paused. How could he put this? “That’s right,”
he said. “I’m writing about what the inner workings might be of
that killer’s mind.”

Cindy’s eyes went hungry and bright. “Ooh, that
sounds good. The Vanity Plate Killer. You might even be able to
sell that.”

“Right. But I don’t want anyone to
read it till I’m done. I don’t even want anyone to know about it.
It will get in the way – you know – of the creative process. It’s
important.”

“Sure, Curt. I understand,” Cindy
said seriously, as if she knew all the habits of the writer. “I
won’t get in the way. That’s a real good idea for a book.” She
pressed closer to him, knees to his back, and slid her arms slowly
down his chest. “The Vanity Plate Killer,” she breathed.

They made it to the bedroom fast. It was the best
sex they’d had in months, maybe ever. It went on and on. Mainly,
Curt had so much on his mind that he was able to last a long time.
As he was pumping away, and Cindy squealed and shouted non-stop
like no girl ever had for him, Curt was thinking, I only wonder
what my copycat is doing now.
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Michael was on the phone with his agent. “I don’t
care if Rossi is good at his job. This is something I want. Please
Jordan, divine agent, do me this favor. Just work on it. Thank
you.”

Michael hung up the phone and stared at the office
door. There was a knock on the door as if he had predicted it.

“Yeah?”

Cheryl poked her head in the office. “I wanted to
tell you that I’m having dinner with my friend Sherry tonight,” she
said.

“Sherry?”

“The actress.”

“Oh.”

“Girls’ night out.”

“OK.”

“Isadora made quite a nice meal
for you. I watched her.”

“That’s fine.”

Cheryl eyed Michael. “Are you OK?”

“Me? I’m all right.”

“You look tired.”

“I just need to lie down for a
little while, I guess.”

“Uh-huh?”

“I need to relax.”

“Sure. What is it honey? You seem
very tense lately.”

“I do?”

“Noticeably.”

How could he put this? “Marty Goldfarb won’t let me
direct ‘Fathers and Sons,’” he said.

“Is that all?”

“Sure that’s all. Isn’t that
enough?”

“Well, you seem unusually
tense.”

“Shooting starts on ‘Murders and
Acquisitions’ in a couple of weeks. I always get anxious before a
shoot.”

“I see. Well, you rest, honey. You
go lie down outside and rest.”

Cheryl had a softness to her voice, a milky thick
softness, when she wanted to sound caring. She walked up to Michael
and rubbed his head. Michael closed his eyes and let himself feel
it. He had found a bit of solace.

Cheryl left the office, shut the door, and went
upstairs. Michael could hear coming from the stairwell:

“Isadora, can you get my dress
that was pressed this afternoon? Thanks, honey.”

Michael put both palms on the desk and stood up.
Some of his strength had come back. He walked from the office,
through the kitchen, and to the patio outside.

The patio was a brick semicircle surrounded by a
sprawling lime-green lawn, a rainbow’s assortment of flowers and
gravel pathways, all of it shaded by ivy-covered trellises. A place
people wouldn’t mind coming to die.

Michael lay down on a padded white recliner. It was
almost nighttime, the sky was colored blue-gray, but he needed the
air. He liked this time of day – quieter somehow, even though it
was rush hour everywhere else. He read that most accidents happened
during this time. There was a calm kind of anticipation at dusk.
His favorite time in his career was right before his first major
success – “Killers” – all that promise. That’s what he thought
about as he rested his face in the coming moonlight.

He didn’t lay there long before he heard a scurrying
in the bushes that separated his house from the next one over. He
looked to his right. The bushes shook again. A squirrel maybe, a
bird, a rat. They’d been getting rats recently. There were plastic
poison traps, like little phone booths, put up throughout the
backyard. He closed his eyes again.

The bushes shook again, harder this time, and
Michael perked up. He was beginning to get nervous. The life of a
celebrity murderer didn’t exist in a vacuum. Stalkers still
existed. Lunatic things had started taking place and so anything
was possible.

Soon though, relief came when Dr. Waters, Michael’s
neighbor, emerged from the bushes.

“I thought I saw you come out
here,” the doctor said.

“Oh, hello, Doc,” Michael
said.

The doctor was a handsome man in his sixties who had
managed to keep all of his white hair. He could have been the
doctor from a soap opera. They called him Doc. Michael didn’t mind
his neighbor.

“I didn’t realize the bushes were
so thick. I should have just gone around,” the doctor said. “How
are you?”

“Fine,” Michael said.

“I saw you on the news the other
day for saving that guy’s life. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” That seemed a decade
ago, an act by another man.

The two were silent for a moment. The doctor seemed
to be stalling about something.

“Uh, anything I can do for you,
Doc?” Michael said.

The doctor looked briefly sad. He had lost his wife
a few years back and the look was common to him. Cheryl had brought
over a gourmet basket.

“The reason I came over is because
I wanted to make sure everything was OK,” Doc said.

“OK? Why?”

“I thought I heard some commotion
out here the other night.”

Michael didn’t flinch. “You did?” he said.

“I thought I saw a prowler
too.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I’m not sure. I may just be
nervous about this Vanity Plate Killer thing – after that second
guy got killed so close to the one the other day. You
know?”

“I know. I’m nervous about it
too.”

“I almost went to the DMV to
change my plates. I don’t think it’s worth it to die over a plate
that says Dr. Brain.”

“Dr. Brain?”

“D-R-B-R-A-I-N. It fits very well
on a plate. Seven letters. I’m a brain surgeon, see?”

“I know.”

“Maybe I’m just nervous, but are
you sure you didn’t see any prowlers? Because I looked outside and
I swear I saw two men scuffling. One of them looked like
you.”

Michael was relaxed. He was acting now. As blind a
sensation as method acting a schizophrenic. He’d trained all his
life for conversations like this one. The brick semi-circle of
patio, raised six inches from the grass, was the stage. All the
long-necked flowers were the audience. This was just a friendly
conversation between neighbors. “No, I didn’t see anyone,” Michael
said.

“And strange as it may sound,” the
Doc said, “the other guy looked like the photographer who was
murdered.”

“Really.”

Michael was still calm but he gulped a dry
mouth.

“Well, it was dark out so maybe
the light was playing tricks. But I’d have to say my strongest
feature is my eyes. It helps with being a surgeon. Most people talk
about a surgeon’s hands but it’s just as important for a
surg–”

“That is very strange,” Michael
broke in. His calm friendliness was now a calm defense. “I was just
having an argument with a friend of mine.”

The doctor gave an exaggeratedly confused look. He
turned his head sidelong at Michael as if that were the only way to
see him. He was playing a role too, the skeptical neighbor. “So
there was someone out there,” he said.

“Yes, but not a prowler,” Michael
replied.

“All right,” he sighed with a kind
of unsure relief. “I just wanted to make certain. I almost called
the police. It was eerie seeing a prowler and then that dead guy on
TV.”

“There wasn’t a prowler,” Michael
said, more heatedly this time. His resolve was fading. It wasn’t so
easy to act his way through real life. The consequences were too
meaningful. And he lost focus when there wasn’t a camera and a crew
to perform for.

“Right, I’m sorry,” the doctor
said, slightly hurt by Michael’s anger. “I don’t want to sound
presumptuous but are you having any problems?”

“Problems? No, why?”

“The argument you were having
looked very – I don’t know how to put this – intense, if I may say
so.”

“Did it?”

“It did. Intense would be one way
to describe it. Violent
might be another.” The doctor’s eyes went from
pleading to authoritative, the eyes of a head surgeon. “But I’m not
sure if this is something I want to get involved in. I’ll keep it
under wraps for now because I’m not certain about what I saw. But
then, it could be that I know exactly what I saw. Do you
understand?”

“Yes,” Michael said, now a
spectator.

“We’ll see how my conscience deals
with the information. This is not an average circumstance. You’re
not just anyone and these types of things have a tendency to go
haywire.” He paused to make sure his audience was listening. He
was. “Maybe I’m just nervous. There is a serial killer on the loose
after all – I might be seeing things. You know how people can’t
remember dreams exactly? But I swear to God that–”

“You are the brain doctor after
all,” Michael said.

“Oh, not that kind of brain
doctor. Although I may need one myself.” The doctor’s eyes became
shadowed. He said with a contempt reserved for cops or fathers:
“Perhaps we all do.”

Michael swallowed deeply. What did the doctor mean
by that? That Michael was insane? “Well, uh, thanks for your
concern,” Michael said, feeling lower than his recline.

“Just be well,” the doctor said,
as if it were a diagnosis. “I don’t want to meddle in your
business, but then again, if I didn’t say anything it would be like
going against habeas corpus.”

The doctor looked back at his house as if company
were waiting. “Have a good evening,” he said. Then he walked back
through the bushes in which he came.

Michael lay on the patio staring up at the sky. Did
that just happen? It seemed dreamlike – his conscience appearing as
a neighbor among the blooming flowers, then disappearing like a
wraith. No, he couldn’t lie it away, it happened.

Michael got up slowly and walked inside the house.
He was not sure how much more his system could take. He felt toxic,
like he was breathing out pollution. It was like being dope sick –
freezing and burning at once. He walked through the kitchen, the
den, and up the stairs to the bedroom. All he wanted to do was
sleep.

Cheryl was in the bedroom looking at herself in the
standing mirror, an antique which was out of place in the rest of
the room, which was modern. It was Cheryl’s favorite piece of
furniture – which wasn’t a superficial thing, it was a nice-looking
mirror. She was putting on burgundy lipstick set brightly against
her milk-pale face, wearing a very short, very low-cut black dress,
breasts pushed up, legs long. She turned and regarded herself from
behind.

“Planning on giving Sherry a
hard-on?” Michael said from the doorway.

“What?” Cheryl yelled, startled.
“I didn’t see you there. No, I–” she looked down at herself as
though it were incriminating. “I just wanted to look nice, that’s
all.”

“I see.”

“I’ll probably be home late,” she
said. “You know how we get.”

Cheryl wasn’t meeting Michael’s eye in an
embarrassing, humiliating way, for both of them. At least try to
gracefully cover this up, whatever it was. Was she fucking
somebody? Michael’s mind didn’t even have space for this. It was
one small wound in the face of a personal apocalypse.

Cheryl looked at her feet – burgundy toes that
matched her lipstick. Black strapped high heels. She really did
look mighty fine. It was part of her job to look mighty fine but
Michael knew her, this was different, she meant it. “I have to
leave,” she said, darkly.

“Fine. I’m going to get some
rest,” Michael said.

“Good. You do that. Isadora has
already taken the bus home. You rest up.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Cheryl stopped at the door. There was
reproach-ridden sorrow in her eyes now. Something here sounded
final, in the way that only women could make small gestures final:
“Try and sleep, honey. Good-bye.”

Michael waved a flat, indifferent hand. Cheryl
turned sharply as if annoyed by this gesture and went downstairs.
Michael went to the window and watched her leave. There was a
limousine waiting for her in the driveway. From the bedroom window,
there was a perfect view of the crime scene. Anybody could have
seen what he had done. And the doctor probably did.

Michael sat down on the bed. He unlocked the bottom
drawer of the nighttable with a key from his keyring. He took out a
metal box from the drawer and removed a gray revolver from the box.
He hadn’t held the gun since he bought it two years before, for
protection. He tried to make his mind go as hard dark-gray as that
gun.

There was the slam of a car door, keys in the front
door, then steps on the staircase. Michael didn’t hear any of this.
Suddenly, Cheryl was in the bedroom. Michael was still sitting on
the bed with the gun in hand.

Cheryl didn’t see Michael either. She immediately
headed for the marble dresser and started searching for
something.

“What kind of car service picks
you up and then doesn’t have directions to where you’re going?
That’s the whole point of having a car service. We need our own
personal driver, that’s what we need. Why don’t we have one? We can
afford it. I’m tired of these studio drivers.”

Cheryl turned around and finally saw Michael and the
gun. Michael hadn’t moved a muscle. He was staring at the gun with
an expression somewhere beneath a dead smile.

“What are you doing with that?”
Cheryl shrieked.

Michael shook his head out of the daze. He was
sitting in his bedroom with a gun and his wife was somehow in front
of him.

“With this?” He looked down at the
gun as if he’d never seen it. “I don’t know,” he said.

“My God, Michael, are you
OK?”

“Me? I’m fine.”

The celebrity, Michael Sennet, was sitting on the
bed, eyes like broken glass, hair disheveled, whole body slumped
like he hadn’t slept or changed clothes for ten days. Nothing was
looking quite fine.

Cheryl looked down at the directions in her hand
like they were bad news. “I’ve got to go, Michael. I’m late. We’ll
talk about this later, ‘K?”

“Fine.”

“You sure?”

Michael sat up straight and righted himself. “Yes,
enjoy yourself,” he said with assurance. “Whatever the fuck it is
you’re doing.”

“OK,” Cheryl whispered. She paused
at the door and gave him a concerned look. But then she turned and
exited their bedroom, as if racing.

Michael heard the front door slam, a faint car door
open and close, and the limousine drive away. He got up from the
bed and went to the closet. He looked through his clothes until he
found something black. The only thing pure-black he owned was the
tuxedo from last year’s Oscars. He’d worn it only that one time. It
was one of the privileges of being rich, discarding things after
only using them once. When he discovered that their bedroom pillows
were made out of part polyester filler he demanded that they all be
thrown out. Polyester was the past, a beans and rice fiber.
Everything in the house needed to be how things always should have
been. No more discomforts, no more small annoyances.

Michael threw the tuxedo on the bed. He began to
unbuckle. He didn’t have a black button-down shirt so he had to
settle on dark navy blue. He had a black t-shirt but he hated
wearing a t-shirt with a suit. It made him feel like an agent, or a
young producer, or an older man trying to look youthful. He needed
to be as comfortable as possible for what he was about to do. He
put on the midnight-blue button-down shirt. Dark enough.

The bowtie lay on the bed. He stared at it. Why not?
This was no time to be incomplete. He picked up the bowtie and
began to tie it, staring at himself in the standing mirror. There
was nothing so confirming as putting on a good suit. The dark-blue
shirt looked good after all. He should have worn it to last year’s
Oscars. Maybe next year.

He was dressed. He combed his hair. He looked very
handsome. He picked up the gun off the dresser. Then he walked
downstairs to the kitchen.

Some kind of dinner – undoubtedly good – sat in
three uneven Tupperware containers on the marble island in the
center of the kitchen. He thought about eating it. He was hungry.
But hunger also made him angry, short-tempered. And he needed every
shred of anger he possessed. He had always said, jokingly, that if
he ever killed somebody it would be when he was hungry.

Michael checked the clock on the stove. It was just
after eleven. Doctors went to bed early. The Doc’s lights usually
went out around 9:30.

Michael opened the door to the patio. He walked
across his backyard and went through the hedges Doc had come
through earlier that evening. Then he was on the other side.

Doc’s backyard was smaller than Michael’s. The
house, instead of being an Art Deco mansion like Michael’s, was a
plain brick house, only large. There were no lights on.

Michael ran through Doc’s
backyard, hunched over in a zig-zag motion like he was trying to
dodge gunfire. It felt like the right thing to do. Reminded him of
childhood war games. Guns of
Navarone, he thought. He hadn’t even seen
the movie but it seemed right.

He made it to a sliding glass back door. There was
probably an alarm system, Michael thought. Every house around here
had an alarm system. He almost gave up. But then he saw it, a back
window was open. According to what he knew about his own system,
the alarm couldn’t be set on an open window.

There wasn’t even a screen. Michael was able to open
the window two feet wide. He wedged his way inside, standing on a
spigot, and just like that he was in the house. He was in an
office, a den, something with a TV.

The house was dark, very dark. So dark as to seem
lifeless. Every piece of furniture was a silhouette. And Michael
didn’t have a flashlight. He hadn’t thought this very well through,
he realized – which he thought was to his credit. He was no
professional killer. He bumped into a table which was thunderous in
the stillness. He walked softly through the house, and found the
staircase. With a slight creaking, Michael went up.

Upstairs. A long hallway. There were five doors on
the second floor – all closed. He opened one gently – the bathroom.
He opened another – an empty bedroom. Finally...

Michael walked slowly into the master bedroom. Doc
was asleep by himself under the covers. Michael snuck up to the bed
and took a pillow from beside the Doc’s head – oh so carefully –
and placed it over the gun. He aimed at Doc’s head.

Doc’s eyes opened. He looked up sleepily at Michael
and the gun.

“I knew it was you,” the doctor
said.

Outside, the gunshot was no louder than a
handclap.
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So her husband was going a little bit insane. She
could almost forgive him some of it. In fact, she wasn’t that
surprised. She didn’t know how he could stand being stared at by
every living person every time he left the house. He couldn’t
drive, walk, or eat without being gawked at with shock or a smile.
Even the cynical, unconverted stared at him. He couldn’t even sleep
because sometimes he dreamt about it. In some ways Michael was the
last person who should be famous. He was insular, self-sheltering.
At the same time there was nothing else Michael could be but a
famous actor. His face and presence had determined his fame long
before Hollywood. And it’s not like he could have ever gotten a
real job.

She was reminded of the giant polar bear at the
Central Park zoo who had gotten so depressed in his small box that
he just stopped moving. Michael was like that – something giant and
powerful trapped in the small space of his skin, his familiar face
locking him inside so he could never escape.

Cheryl wasn’t treated with the same degree of
fanaticism. Famous women seemed more like snobs, as if they were
always considering their perfection, even when they weren’t, so
people kept their distance. She thought it would be the opposite.
But she was much more harassed before she was famous, when she was
treated like any other woman, rather than like a precious
statue.

Michael was more sensitive than most. It was what
made him such a good actor. He was porous. He was a great observer
and mimic of body language. He couldn’t help but notice everyone
looking at him. He didn’t have the talent to shut out life and stop
wondering what people thought about him, no matter how repetitious
it sometimes was. If he ever stopped watching he thought it would
be a kind of surrender. As if he was giving in to the pressure of
being watched. So if sometimes he collapsed, turned into a
regressive baby, she could understand it. Sometimes he just wanted
to be sick and bed-ridden so the women, her and Isadora, would take
care of him. He worked so hard, he had pressures unlike other
people, he had to live up to the image that people loved, he had
earned unreal money, so he was allowed his moments of complete
self-absorption, smallness.

But still, this seemed different.
She’d suffered through his depressions before. During those times
his malaise seemed to be at least a little bit self-inflicted, as
if he were acting the part. Something he could switch on and off if
he really needed to. This depression didn’t seem changeable.
Holding that gun for one thing. It wasn’t like he had a role coming
up and he was getting into character. She’d been there before as
well. This was his character.

She was worried about him. His birth mother was in
and out of institutions most of her life. She was even homeless a
few times. It was something the press said Michael tapped into for
his more emotional roles. Insanity was in his blood.

Cheryl knew she was masking something obvious. Her
own insanity. Not insanity of the mind, but of action. Perhaps
right now was not the best time for her to be thinking about
straying from Michael. Not thinking about. Straying.

She felt ill thinking about how much the tabloids
would salivate if she walked in and told them, “Hey, guess what,”
like a murderer confessing to detectives. The instant court of
journalism was out there like predatory ink. But, she had to admit,
that was part of the intrigue of having this affair. They were like
two virgins sneaking to the basement while the parents slept
upstairs. Which made it more exciting. And perhaps the only reason
she was doing it at all was for the taboo excitement.

And the role. Michael would have
killed her something stupid if he found out about it. She was up
for the female lead in “Fathers and Sons.” So she had dinner with
the director Marshall Rossi. It didn’t hurt to dress nicely for the
dinner – even if she wasn’t automatically intending to sleep with
him. It was always good to make it seem like it could happen. Yet somehow she knew
this dinner was going to lead to something, even though it wasn’t
so unusual for her to have a meal with a potential director. It
wasn’t so much about anything Marshall had said, but how Michael
was acting.

Once they were sitting down at dinner, they got to
talking and she found she liked him. She’d met him before but they
never had a real conversation. He was intelligent, regrettably
intelligent. She had known that before they had dinner. He was
legendary for his intelligence – kinetic and obsessive. But to have
him right there in front of her, so passionate about the project,
always restlessly shifting like a teenage genius – he still
possessed the violent optimism of youth while having the eyes and
depth of an accomplished man – was arousing to both body and mind.
Michael leaned more plainly towards the teenager – a puppy dog with
a strength billowing inside him suggesting what it might become
later. He was attractive, but look at this depression for instance
– sometimes his ego was as malleable as a young girl’s.

Marshall was different. The world probably hadn’t
treated him very well up until his success, especially women. He
wasn’t traditionally attractive. Short, bald, bearded, he sweat
while sitting. His intelligence and accomplishments now made him
enormously attractive, but on the surface he wasn’t typically. But
he seemed like a man who had earned his life. In his eyes there was
authentic life-inflicted pain and depth. Not the self-inflicted
boyishness of Michael Sennet. Michael never had to earn his
attention.

So Cheryl sat across from Marshall Rossi at an
oceanside restaurant. He told her his ideas about the project. He
was thinking of using straight candlelight like Kubrick did in
“Barry Lyndon.” He had a number of plans for the film. He wasn’t
exactly good at talking to women. He interrupted her, talked over
her as if she weren’t always there. But it was endearing in a way,
his uncontrollable passion. His mind was just racing with too many
ideas to bother with propriety.

He was savvy enough to meet her eye at the end of
the meal when they were drinking coffee and give her a kind of
blinkless wink, which she returned.

“You know,” he said. “I’ve watched
your career from the very beginning. Even that piece of shit soap
opera, ‘Bourbon Street.’”

Cheryl laughed. “You’re right, that wasn’t very
good.”

“Well, a soap opera can’t be. I
think a soap opera is sometimes more pornographic than pornography.
At least porn stars are honest about what they’re
portraying.”

She laughed again. “I’ve thought the same thing
myself.”

“But, you know, most actresses on
those shows have reached the pinnacle of their success. Like some
actors in commercials. They may be good at it, they may even get
famous from it, but they’re stuck there. The difference is that
soap operas aren’t selling detergent, they’re selling melodrama and
false reality. That’s the mind-cleansing ‘soap’ they’re selling.
Where was I–”

Cheryl shook her head.

“Right, so I saw you on the show
one day. I really do watch more crap than you would think.” He
winced as if angry at himself. “Often I think it’s better to watch
or read something that’s shitty and needs improving than something
that can’t be perfected. Teaches you how to rewrite rather than
steal, which is just as important. Anyway, I saw you and understood
immediately that you were a real actress. You weren’t some blonde
plastic surgery case or some cheerleader who’s hit it big, you were
a real actress. You were showing recognizable emotion despite the
material. There was real pain in your eyes. Even better than that,
it was a pain like you didn’t want to be there. But it wasn’t a
snobbish, stuck-up look, it was human, because it’s human to not
want to be there – yet you’re surrounded by people who all adore
the work, think they’re the center of the world like everybody
does, and then you look lost and quietly bitter and there’s nothing
you can do about it except go to work and try to do it
well.”

He was silent, an expression of both amusement and
world-hatred. “I’m sorry, that’s not much of a compliment.”

“No, I–”

“I think you’re a beautiful actor.
And there’s no one else I would rather see in the movie. Marty
Goldfarb has his ideas, but I want you.”

His eyes finally smiled and so did she. He was so
dead on about her experience in the soap opera that she felt
vulnerable. No one liked their private mind to be that naked. But
also she was grateful. He understood her as only a man like him
could. Once he had done that, he had her, almost as a reward. His
compliment, “A beautiful actor,” was enough to weaken her a little.
When a man’s words were that important to you, when you craved his
attention and openly received it, and that man was considered an
enduring legend, beloved for his insight and his desire and rare
talent, how could you not love him a little bit?

Here’s what she didn’t like to admit to herself:
sleeping with him would solidify her role in the movie. It didn’t
cheapen it exactly. After all, he did say he liked her acting. It
was just insurance. She wanted this movie to be one of the crowning
moments of her career. This film had the chance to be a perfect mix
of art and entertainment – an Oscar movie without pandering. Even
controversial. And she would be able to have the entire experience
of working on a Rossi movie. All the sex and violence and passion
he put into his work – she would be able to tap into it directly
and use it for her own. She felt justified in the adultery because
this was the kind of movie that might come only once in a
lifetime.

Marshall had a magnificent bedroom
with a four poster bed, flowered wallpaper on the ceiling and the
walls, and strange cherubic statues in the four corners. It seemed
more the work of an ex-wife, or a bad decorator, than his own
style. It seemed awkward for a single man – especially a man who
mainly made movies about violence and grit. But then, Cheryl
thought, the movie they were going to make was about the Russian
19th century. The room seemed from another time and place. And so
it thickened her fantasy.

They had a glass of wine in the bedroom, and then
without much talk, a silent agreement, they undressed and got into
bed. He was hairy as a bear and seemed both proud and ashamed of
it, depending on the woman. Cheryl didn’t love it, but she didn’t
let it show. The sex was quiet and brief – not embarrassingly
brief, but short. He could be passionately confident about his work
but in bed he was jolting and unsure, as if guilty that he was
getting away with something. That made Cheryl spring into
comforting action – she relented and softened and felt beautiful
under his weight and made sure he knew she was enjoying it. Mainly
she was comforting him as a way of comforting herself. In bed,
Marshall seemed like any man – as if being naked had shed him
entirely of his wisdom. She tried to remember that he was Marshall
Rossi. First times were always awkward. Eventually, it became
comfortable for both of them.

She stayed a few hours, got dressed, they kissed
goodbye and hugged and she went home. When she got back to the
house Michael was deep asleep. She tiptoed into the dark room, as
if waking him was as much a sin as being unfaithful.

There was guilt in that room. Though she didn’t need
to feel as guilty as she did. She knew Michael slept around
himself. But she also knew that she felt her sins more deeply.
Maybe she was feeling guilty for both of them, an act of empathy as
well as self-reproach.

As she watched Michael lying there innocently
asleep, she felt like a mother offending a son, more than a
betraying wife. She sometimes had to regard the relationship
maternally because it needed to be nurtured, protected, isolated
from judgment. The marriage needed a publicist like a mother
saying, mine is the most beautiful child. This was no time to be
thinking about this, but she thought about the tabloids again. It
was almost as if this infidelity had dual victims – her husband and
the public. The public wanted celebrity marriages to be loyal, just
like they wanted politicians to be honest. Neither of them were but
hope never died.

God, if people ever knew what it was like behind
closed doors. Michael Sennet’s easily shattered ego. Cheryl Leigh
opening up her legs for success. Even the maid, Isadora, as loyal
and ignored as a dog.

Cheryl took a shower and got into her cream-colored
nightgown. Michael was still asleep. He was a heavy sleeper. She
felt terrible about getting into bed so soon after being in someone
else’s, as if it were more criminal to betray one bed for another.
But she got into bed, on top of the covers. Her back was to
Michael. She stared blankly at the fireplace across from the
bed.

Times weren’t right. Michael like a sullen ghost.
Her fling. She almost wanted Michael to wake up now, demand where
she’d been. Anything but her solitary conscience. But Michael just
lay there, dead with sleep.

 


The next morning, Cheryl got out of bed before
Michael and shuffled to the bathroom. She caught a glimpse of
something out of the corner of her eye that seemed to be a portent
of things that were happening: in front of Dr. Waters’ house there
were at least fifteen policemen walking in and out of the house.
Ten police cars were parked at the top of their dead end block.

“My Lord,” she said.

She ran to the bed and shook Michael awake. He
opened his eyes and jolted away from her as if she were dangerous.
She didn’t have time to wonder why.

“You scared the shit out of me,”
Michael said.

“Look, Michael, there are police
all over Doc’s house,” Cheryl said.

“What?”

“There are policemen all over
Doc’s front yard.”

Michael sat up in bed. He stared at the checkered
blanket as if deciding something. Cheryl didn’t have to rely on a
wife’s intuition to see that there was apprehension there. Like he
knew something and didn’t want to face it. Maybe he knew what she
had done the night before. Maybe he hadn’t really been asleep when
she got home. There was resignation in his expression.

Michael got out of bed and walked slowly to the
window. He looked down at the expressionless swarm of plainclothes
and men in uniform.

“You see?” Cheryl
asked.

“Yeah,” Michael nodded.

“Do you want to go see what it
is?”

Michael looked at her with a strange kind of fearful
judgment.

“Sorry, but I’m not dressed yet,”
Cheryl said.

He slumped. “Sure,” he said.

Michael grabbed his burgundy robe and put on a pair
of plaid wool slippers, a birthday gift from Cheryl last year. He
still had the look of a scorned and defeated husband. Then he went
downstairs.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Det. Harry Stein

 


 


Who was the Vanity Plate Killer? Who am I for that
matter. Christ, I sound like Columbo, or Raskalnikov. That’s right,
I’m a homicide cop who knows Dostoevsky. I also know that Peter
Falk who played Columbo was good in John Cassavetes’ “A Woman Under
the Influence.” It might have something to do with being an L.A.
homicide cop, West Side. Cops here sometimes looked like actors
playing cops, like their pants fit their cock just right. Jocks in
a cop’s body. Or maybe it’s just that I always wanted to marry Gena
Rowlands. Lucky Cassavetes.

Detective Harry Stein had a strange memory for
things that went on in Hollywood. Name anybody and he would be able
to connect them in a variety of different ways. Sometimes it became
a game in the precinct. Robert Zemeckis, someone might call out,
nudging the person next to him, watch this guy. Stein would begin.
As well as “Forrest Gump,” he directed the “Back to the Future”
movies and “Romancing the Stone” with Michael Douglas which Douglas
also produced along with movies like “The China Syndrome.” Douglas
got his start in TV with “The Streets of San Francisco” like Tom
Hanks did with “Bosom Buddies,” also starring Peter Scolari, and
Donna Dixon, wife of Dan Aykroyd from “Saturday Night Live.” People
sometimes forget about Hanks’ early movies such as “Bachelor Party”
directed by Neal Israel, ex-husband of Amy Heckerling, director of
“Clueless,” “Fast Times at Ridgemont High” (written by Cameron
Crowe, later to direct films such as “Say Anything” with John
Cusack and Ione Skye, daughter of Donovan, and “Jerry Maguire” with
Tom Cruise) and the failed mob comedy “Johnny Dangerously” with
Michael Keaton, whose real name incidentally was Michael Douglas
but he took the last name of Buster Keaton so as to not…

He could go on that way for hours. “Jesus Christ,
detective, where do you keep all that information?” people asked,
with marvel, but more with annoyance. People didn’t like people who
knew too much. “The Man Who Knew Too Much,” Alfred Hitchcock, 1934,
remake, 1955. Stein didn’t know where he kept it, but there it was,
an endless thread of involuntary information.

He just had a mind that easily absorbed things. It
was the reason he was a good homicide investigator. Piecing
together the forensic pathology of Hollywood history must have
resided in the same place of the mind as the pathology of a
crime.

He had a lot of spare time to watch movies. That is,
when he wasn’t working, which could sometimes go 48 hours straight.
Movies were a good alternative to a silent apartment. What did
people do when they entered their homes after work? Read and read
and read? They talked to friends, maybe. Played the messages on the
answering machine like it was a companion. He didn’t have many
friends. In fact, he didn’t have any friends. Just people he saw at
work who were friendly, fine, but they weren’t friends. There were
a couple of people in different cities from the academy, or school.
He talked to them once in a while but that was going to take up
maybe a half hour once a month. He couldn’t read either. His whole
day was spent with reports – coroners reports, witness reports,
crime lab reports – so his mind didn’t have any space for words
when he got off work. The job itself was like being a story writer,
creating a living fiction about a perp or a vic and trying to make
it real. Besides, whenever he picked up a book, it seemed false. He
could picture the writer writing, sitting in a warm, quiet room
alone at a desk. There was an unreality to most fiction. Why bother
reading a novel when his job was the one writers researched before
they wrote their crime novels? His life was more interesting than
fiction, less forced. He tried reading science fiction once or
twice – something divorced from his life – but he didn’t have a
taste for it.

What else did people do? They drank. Sometimes he
needed it worse than medicine but he couldn’t succumb to that. It
screwed him up for the next day of work and he needed every bit of
sharpness and concentration he possessed. He had witnessed
detectives who drank and they usually lasted three or four years on
the job. He was in his fourteenth year in the same precinct.
Sometimes a drink was as much a part of the job description as
dusting. There was hardly a better way to wash away the images of
hundreds of dead people – beaten, bloody, eyes wide or closed – but
succumbing to drink would be succumbing to a vigorous doubt that
there could be anything good in the world. So he fought it.

What else? People had a wife. He
had one too, he just didn’t live with her. The job was impossible
with a wife. To actually be alive
when he got home, that was too much to
ask.

No friends, no wife, no books, no drinking. Seemed
like movies were his best escape. He admitted that it wasn’t so
different from drinking. Movies shut off his mind. He could turn on
a movie and let other people move and think for him. But it wasn’t
so punch-drunk a feeling as watching TV. When he watched movies he
had a chance to learn something. About the history of movies, and
sometimes even about life if the movie was decent enough. For
instance, he had never been to the South, to New York, or to
Europe. There were enough movies set in those places that he
thought he had a decent picture of them all. By now he had
catalogued around 500 movies. 153 murder investigations, 500
movies.
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