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Chapter 1

Discretion is the
Better Part of Value

"The Phone," Roee
said to me as I was eating breakfast.

"Yes?"

"It has rung."

"I heard it."

"It's Norton."

"It is rarely anyone else."

"He would like to speak with you."

"Thus his use of The Phone," I said as I
leisurely took another bite.

"I may be assessing this situation wrong, but
my guess is that he would like to speak with you now."

"Well, unfortunately, Roee, 'now' is when
this plate of Eggs Benedict you have prepared for me is hot.
And—compliments to you—I am enjoying it. Although I do look forward
to the day you lose your faith and chuck off your heritage and slip
in some ham instead of turkey."

"So, you want to call Norton back?"

"Tell him I am committed to that action, and
will not be swayed from it."

Roee sighed and
returned to The Phone.

Only one outside
person, my business manager Norton Macbeth, uses The Phone, a very
secure instrument of telecommunication. Norton handles all the top
players in Hollywood: Studio heads, the $100 million plus club of
directors, the actors that have become institutions. He also has an
unerring instinct for those who will eventually be elevated to
these ranks. So he has, as well, a tier of clients who aren't big
players—thus big payers—but whom he's betting will get there. He
helps them with sound financial advice and management. He also
helps them manage other aspects of their lives, from the buying of
cars and homes, to the solving of sticky career problems, to
extrication from situations of stark desperation. In the latter two
he has been able to work wonders—by calling on my services.

The foul Eggs Benedict finished, I went over
to The Phone and returned Norton's call.

"I have a little job for you, Fixxer," came
his cheery voice.

"Tell me about it."

"Young actress, Anne Eisley, she was in a
sitcom last year."

"Cobblestone Bay."

"That's right. Great reviews."

"No ratings."

"Yes, but it was really good."

"But it didn't pay the bills."

"Right, but she got a lot of attention out of
it. She's poised for the next leap, he-he-he." Norton often
punctuates the end of a sentence with this little laugh.

"So what's the problem?"

"Well, she should explain that. She's really
a very nice, very sweet girl from South Dakota."

"No upfront fee, huh?"

"I couldn't talk her out of it. She thought
the series was going to be a hit and put all her money into her
dream house, he-he."

"That's the problem with dreams."

"Can you arrange to do it on
contingency?"

"Will it eventually pay?"

"She's a client of mine, isn't she, he-he-he?
Very talented, Fixxer, very—given the right break, she'll be a big
star."

"And the problem is something to do with
something or someone standing in the way of that break."

"I think I better let her explain. Can you
meet her today?"

"Where?"

"Descanso Gardens?"

"Why there?"

"She wants to be discreet, he-he."

"Well, as discretion is the better part of my
valor—or, rather, I should say, value—I appreciate that. Time?"

"Eleven this morning. Can you make it?"

"Yes."

"There's a Japanese Tea house on the grounds.
She'll meet you there."

I hung up The Phone and walked into the
kitchen where Roee was doing the dishes. "Call downstairs to the
garage and have them bring the car around."

"Which one?"

"The 911 I think. Yes,
I can open it up a bit on the Two. I'll shower. Tell them washed
and gassed in fifteen minutes. And tell them that 'Sir' will be
quite upset if there are water spots on my rear view mirror the way
there were last time."

I live in one of the
high-rises along Wilshire in Westwood, one of the little corridors
of Los Angeles that suffer from, or glory in, depending on your
perspective, pretensions of the urban, especially urbane urban.
Each member of the staff of this building knows and addresses me
only as, "Sir." In the business I have chosen, anonymity is an
asset, and they are well paid to protect that anonymity. No staff
member is ever hired for the building without my approval, which I
will give only after Roee has done a thorough background check and
is satisfied the individual poses no threat and is open to
manipulation if manipulation is every called for. How did I get
such power?

After all I don't own
the building—just the 15th floor. There is an old saying equating
knowledge with power. The old sayings are the best.

My personal staff
consists of only one, although his value is numerically well beyond
the loneliest number. Roee is sharp-faced, has dusty red hair
receding on the sides leaving an arrow of hair pointing to his
nose, which, while not a caricature, is close to prominent. He is
gay, a second generation Israeli, and a failed playwright. I hold
none of this against him. I am happily heterosexual myself, but I
don't demand that other people be. His being Jewish is only a
problem during his holidays. It is a nuisance to suddenly find him
unavailable when I need him—especially after sunset. The nuisance
is doubled by the fact that his holidays slip all over the calendar
from year to year. A surprising bit of sloppy planning from a
people of tradition who have added so much to the overall
intelligence of our species. As for being a failed playwright, in
the American culture of the 1990's that is practically a badge of
honor. Besides his expert preparation of meals, overseeing of the
cleaning staff of the building, and arranging for the purchase of
household needs from groceries to computers, I find useful the
skills Roee developed while a commando in the Israeli Army and,
later, an operative in Israeli intelligence.

"Any particular desire for dinner tonight?"
Roee asked as I was leaving.

"Something simple."

"Pasta it is."

I left my building
exactly fifteen and a half minutes later. I made my way to Beverly
Glen Boulevard, then headed north through Westwood, making the
quick jag on Sunset to catch the continuation of Beverly Glen that
takes you over the hill, just east of Bel Air. The Porsche—a 1997
911 turbo, the last of the air-cooled Porsches—loves the winding
path of Beverly Glen. On city streets, light-to-light and
bumper-to-bumper, the 911 is just another pretty car, and Los
Angeles is full of pretty cars. But when the road winds, or lays
out lonely, flat and straight ahead of you, this car comes alive.
With herds of horsepower, and a top speed of 190 miles per hour,
some would say it's the best handling sports car in the world. I
agree.

The 911 is black. Henry Ford was perfectly
correct. Black is the only true color for a car. White is a waste
and not one car in the world looks good in white. Red is for fire
chiefs and fantasists. Gray is the mark of people in suits of the
same color looking for power and reading motivational books to get
it. Any bright color in the blue to green spectrum is an insult to
the power of the internal combustion engine. Brown? Brown isn't
worth commentary.

I came out of the Glen,
crossed Mulholland, and descended into Sherman Oaks. Like many such
"cities," Sherman Oaks is just a section of greater Los Angeles in
the sprawl known as "the Valley." It's the poor man's Beverly
Hills—or the rich man's Van Nuys, if you are aware of that
dedicatedly dull area of the Valley. This is especially true south
of Ventura Boulevard where game show hosts, local newscasters, and
well-worn character actors live in million dollar plus homes.
Position on the compass of certain main boulevards seems to define
social strata in this town, as the sides—one being the right side
and one being the wrong side—of railroad tracks did in the
nostalgic nightmare of small town America. "South of the Boulevard"
is a desired selling point in real estate ads hawking homes in
Sherman Oaks. If the home is north of the Boulevard, only the fact
that it is in Sherman Oaks will be mentioned. Its position in
regard to the Boulevard is ascertained by those in the know by
noting the failure of its mention. Next down on the rung of
desirability, but one trying hard to hang on to the rung above, is
"Sherman Oaks adjacent", which means, of course, Van Nuys.

As I had the time, I
took the curve of Valley Vista to Van Nuys Boulevard and stopped at
the Sherman Oaks Newsstand for some information. Nothing to be
found in the stacks of periodicals, this information would come
from Mike, who has worked the stand for fifteen of its 45-year
existence. Mike is a show biz fanatic, reads every line of type
about "The Biz" but, more important, he has made it his business to
know things before they get into type—and some things that never
do.

"Mike, what's the info on Anne Eisley?"

Without missing a move in the unwrapping and
stacking of new magazines, Mike answered, "Talented—some say with
star quality—beautiful, of course—voted best hooters on an under
twenty-five actress in an 'unofficial' poll among studio and
network execs—hard working, ambitious, but with a Middle American
charm that takes the edge off – on the cusp, if the cruelty of this
business doesn't dissuade her." He stopped his work, turned to me,
and smiled. "Why?"

"Just curious."

"Yeah, I noticed that about you, Fixx."

Mike is small, maybe five foot three, with a
broken front tooth that, combined with his long, overgrown,
black-and-gray chin beard and never-off baseball cap, gives him
character.

"Did you hear about Andy Rand?" Mike
asked.

"What?"

"He's resigning from NewVue."

"Resigning?"

"Yeah, resigning. Do you think Engstrand
would fire him? He made NewVue. Money is one thing, but the O'
Golden Gut is everything. They're going to announce it at a press
conference tomorrow."

"But they gave you a call about it
today."

"You questioning my abilities, Fixx?"

"Never, Mike. Never. You'll find a bonus in
your pay packet this week."

I got back on the road, down Van Nuys
Boulevard to jump on the 101 Freeway to connect with the 134
heading east. I got on the phone and called Norton.

"Sell NewVue."

"Sell NewVue? Just like that, he-he?"

"Just like that. And without delay." I knew
that if Mike had the information, the buzz was about and certain
others would soon have it as well.

"Okay. You are going out to meet Anne,
right?"

"I'm on my way now."

"Oh, good."

It didn't take a financial genius to know
that the news that Rand was leaving NewVue Pictures would
practically crash the stock. NewVue had been a phenomenon, founded
by Torvald Engstrand, a Norwegian media mogul, if you can imagine
such a thing, with loads of money and piles of promises. But, as
Mike put it, money is only one thing. It's hard to buy your way
into Hollywood, because it's hard to buy relationships, which are
both the foundation and structure of Hollywood. And relationships
are built in this town by dogs sniffing each other's butts to see
who's farting success. It wasn't until he pulled off the coup of
hiring Andy Rand away from Paramount to be his president and CEO
that the company took off. Rand's farts have always been
particularly sweet because he is believed to have the Golden Gut,
that instinctual thing that allows you to pick the winners more
often than not. Suddenly all the top dogs wanted to pee on
Torvald's tree. Which allowed Engstrand to take NewVue public,
making both men near billionaires.

That was 1985. Now, twelve years later,
NewVue Pictures is practically a major with a full studio facility
being built out in Santa Clarita, just north of the Valley. It also
has two cable stations and the beginnings of a television network,
things Torvald happily gave up his Norwegian citizenship for—and
Marx and Lenin thought they were going to internationalize the
world.

Why would Rand willingly leave NewVue? It
couldn't have been over money. Probably because he was not number
one in the company, and never would be as long as Torvald held 51%
of the stock. When you have a great deal of power and wealth,
position is the only thing left to strive for. So Rand quits and
puts himself on the market. His asking price: To be number one.
Somebody will buy.

I continued east passing the Burbank Media
District and the Walt Disney Studio with its much-too-visible from
the freeway new animation building. Ugly enough to be in downtown
Tokyo, the building sports the injury-to-insult addition of a tower
like structure over the entrance, a giant version of the Sorcerer's
hat Mickey stole to no good effect in Fantasia. It's one
thing to know where your paycheck is coming from. It's another to
burden the rest of us with the revelation. Of course, they probably
don't give a rat's ass about my opinion.

There had been a heavy rain the night before,
but now the clouds had broken, and the rain-washed air was allowing
the morning light to strike and illuminate the landscape unimpeded.
This gave a clear, shimmering quality to the view from the freeway,
with the hills of Griffith Park and the stunted skyscrapers of
Glendale standing out in relief against a brilliant blue sky. This
is L.A.'s best time—the morning after a heavy rain. This is when it
becomes clear—so to speak—why people once considered this place a
paradise. Of course, it is also a time to watch where you're
stepping. Rain brings out the worms.

Just after the center of Glendale, I took the
long, graceful left curve that puts you onto the near empty two
heading north and made the "jump to light speed," urging the 911
into joy, then quickly dashing that joy when I had to pull her back
to exit at Verdugo and enter the hideaway town of La
Canãda-Flintridge. Separated from the rest of L.A. by the Verdugo
Mountains, La Canãda-Flintridge is a nice community of 23,500 good
people with pretty houses and quiet demeanors. Here, butt up
against the San Rafael Hills, is Descanso Gardens, well over a
hundred acres of rich man's landscaping now owned by the County of
Los Angeles, thus owned by you and me, bub. Despite the multitude
of its shareholders, the place is rarely crowded. I would consider
that a shame, except I hate crowds.

I paid my five dollars to the pleasant senior
citizen at the entrance and was immediately hit with that oddly
clean smell of wet soil. I took the luxury of a deep breath.
Despite the sun, the air had not heated up yet, and the cool
through my nostrils was bracing. I walked over to the Japanese Tea
House, hidden from, but just off of, the entrance. There, sitting
on a little bench built into an elevated wooden patio that jutted
out over a Koi-filled stream, her right elbow resting on a concrete
table embedded with pebbles, and her chin resting on her right hand
as she stared at the flow of the stream, was the most beautiful
woman I had ever seen.

 



Chapter 2

Blood is
Pretty

"You have not yet
found a cinematographer who has done you justice."

Not at all startled by my statement, Anne
Eisley slowly turned her head and looked at me. "Are you the man
Norton said he would send?"

"I am."

"Please sit down. The bench is only a little
damp."

I sat, and out of habit made a quick survey
of the area. We were alone except for a middle-aged woman with the
look of a National Public Radio listener doing Tai Chi on the bank
of the stream.

"You're right, of course. I have never liked
myself on the screen. Visually. I've been relatively happy with my
performances. I can't wait to get an A-list cinematographer. Do you
have a name?"

"Those who become associated with me tend to
call me Fixxer."

"Fixxer? Why?"

"I fix things."

"Not toasters and TVs I take it?"

"That's correct. It's situations, not
appliances that I'm good at."

"Well I have a situation I need fixed."

"Tell me about it."

"Can we walk? I wouldn't want to disturb her
serenity," she said referring to Ms. Tai Chi.

When she stood up I could see her beauty in
its totality. Not just her face, which was the most perfect face I
had ever seen, with everything correctly proportioned over a jaw
line that was poetry. Her nose was as perfectly formed as
Copernicus's Universe; her lips were full and sensual, but not
overblown and pouting; and her complexion was clear and luminous.
It was probably the long winters in South Dakota that allowed
little sun in to do its damage. Here, where the sun was but one of
many things that could sting you, she obviously maintained her
skin's protection through an admirable intelligence. Intelligence
also defined her eyes, which were a unique and deep aquamarine. It
was a cool intelligence, but intelligence nonetheless. All of this
was framed by gold-blonde hair that fell down the sides of her face
in thick, meaningful waves. As I said, though, it was not just her
face, it was the full effect of her that really stunned. She wore a
baggy sports jacket, but open, allowing a view. Her breasts were
the size and shape that made a man think not just of sex but of
nurturing. Her waist cried for the clasp of your hands, and her
long legs talked of nights entwined in your own. Did she work out
to achieve this, or was she just a case of perfect aesthetics?

Could I fall in love with her? Every man asks
himself this question when he is face to face with daunting beauty.
I could have answered this one in a flash—but I begged myself for
more time to think about it.

 We
left the teahouse and walked on the blacktop path towards the
center of the gardens, passing the Rosarium and entering into a
grove of California Live Oaks, the tree that dominates the gardens.
Dozens of squirrels darted across the grounds from tree trunk to
tree trunk, and, above, jumped from one rough, wavy branch to
another.

"I come from South Dakota—a traditional
Middle American town—a town of values."

"Values are very big right now."

"Don't mock me!" The flash of her anger was
stunning.

"I'm sorry if you took it that way."

"Are you going to take me seriously?" she
challenged.

"Yes. I promise."

She accepted that and continued. "People may
find me odd, but I loved my childhood, I loved my parents and I
loved my town. I did not come to Hollywood to escape anything. I
was the dream child—the perfect child, but my parents were pretty
down to earth about it. They made me acknowledge it as a fact to be
dealt with, not one to be flaunted. I excelled in high school. Good
grades. Head Cheerleader. Prom Queen. But I enjoyed drama the most.
I enjoyed moving people beyond just the visceral reaction to my
looks. I liked the control of it. It sounds pretentious but there,
in that town, I was a star."

She stopped to look at me and gauge my
reaction. I tried to give her none but continued interest.

"The scale may have been small, but I came to
know what that term truly means. It's an incredible high. Everybody
encouraged me to come to Hollywood. Had it been a simpler time, say
the 1920s, I'm not sure I would have come, local stardom probably
would have been enough. But these aren't simple times, you can't
escape Hollywood."

We turned left onto another path.

"I should have known better, but when I got
here I was really surprised how many—this almost sounds
elitist—really good looking people there are here."

"It's one of the raw materials this town
uses."

"At first I thought I was just one of many.
That I didn't stand out at all. But I decided to stay. I had the
quality; I knew it. I did the typical things to get by. I was a
waitress. Worked temp jobs as a receptionist. I even worked for a
house cleaning service, 'The Mighty Maids.' Finally I got a small
part, a whole scene with Steve Martin. I must have called everyone
in South Dakota."

I was dying to say that that couldn't have
taken long, but I decided against it.

"Then he popped up."

"He?"

"Fred Crane"

I must have made a visible reaction.

"Do you know him?"

"Only by reputation."

"Then you won't be shocked by anything I'm
going to tell you. He was only the associate producer on this film,
but very arrogant. Very—preening. He started harassing me,
borderline stuff at first during the audition and some early
meetings, but then he finally just came out and asked me to, 'Do
him.' I hate that term. I'd much rather he had just said, 'Fuck
me.'"

"What was your answer?"

"I really didn't take him seriously at first.
It was such a cliché."

"And he was only the associate producer."

"Yeah, I took that into consideration. At
first he sort of pleaded, promising me all kinds of good things for
my career. I tried to say no as diplomatically as possible. He
turned vicious. Said he would get me fired from the film."

"And?"

"He did. Somehow he pulled it off. I couldn't
believe it."

"Did you protest?"

"Yeah—to deaf ears. So I was waiting tables
again, and did temp jobs, and cleaned houses."

"Were you ever sexually harassed on these
jobs?"

"Oh sure, but what was the threat? I would
'never temp in this town again?' Pip-squeaks I can handle. Can we
sit here? This is my favorite spot."

We had come to a bench overlooking a
fern-covered gully with a waterfall at one end and canopied by the
intersecting branches of several large Live Oaks. There was no
sense of the existence of anything but this. You could believe you
were a million miles away from anything Hollywood had to offer—or
to threaten you with.

"I kept auditioning, of course. Did some
small bits. Inconsequential. Finally I got another good part in a
feature, a supporting role. Crane was there. He had advanced
himself. He was now a co-producer."

"And he makes the same threats."

"And successfully carries them out. I mean, I
had the role, the director loved me—even the producer loved me—then
this little shit gets me fired. How?"

"He had some control over people beyond his
title."

"That's what I figured. Anyway, about this
time I got a job teaching drama to kids for a Parks and Recreation
program. One of the kid's moms was Ronnie Charles."

"The TV casting director."

"Yes. She's a wonderful person. She cast me
in Cobblestone Bay."

"And all was right with the world. Until they
canceled it."

"The show did me a lot of good. Created buzz.
Now I'm up for the proverbial 'role of a lifetime.'"

"And Crane is the producer."

"It's like I'm tied to that bastard with a
rotten umbilical cord."

"The role is that good?"

"It's beyond good. This is going to be a hit.
$200 million gross easy. If I get this role and even put in 50% of
what I can do, it will put me into the 'Club.' Crane says it's
between me and one other actor."

"So what's the problem? Fuck him. It's just
sex."

"No, he wants more, much more. I can tell.
God knows how he's managed to advance this far."

"He's been tapped into some power
source."

"Yeah, and that's what I think he wants to
make me. He wants a relationship. I don't know, maybe marriage. He
wants to ride me."

"I see."

"So sex won't be enough. He wants my
life."

"Fuck him, take the role, get the power, and
then—fuck him."

"No. He scares me. He will get me if I don't
get him first. Can you fix this, Fixxer? Can—can you kill him?"

I almost laughed. "Anne, what did Norton tell
you about me?"

She looked at me, wondering, I assume, if she
had made a misstep, but revealing nothing from those aquamarine
eyes that one could stare into all day. She stated, "'Miss
Eisley.'"

"What?"

"I'm very old fashioned. I prefer to be
addressed as Miss Eisley."

"Well, Miss Eisley, I am not a hit man."

"Of course not. I shouldn't have asked."

"The idea, as you may have heard, is morally
reprehensible in several cultures."

"So you can't help me?"

"I didn't say that. I believe I can. It will
take your cooperation. And you will have to experience some
intimacy with Crane."

"How much?"

"A little. Not enough to start a family with.
You'll have to pretend that you're accepting his offer, even that
you're finally coming to your senses and realizing what a hell of a
swell guy he is. Once you lock the role and secure a pay or play
deal, arrange a romantic evening at your house. I'll tell you the
rest once I've confirmed that something I need is available."

"And this will take him out of my life?"

"I guarantee it."

"And the price?"

"I understand you're cash poor at the
moment."

"That's true."

"I'll do it on a contingency. If I succeed
you'll pay me two per cent."

"Of this deal?"

"Of everything you earn for the rest of your
career."

Her exterior cracked. "What! That's
absurd!"

"You pay your agent ten."

"Yes, but—"

"Norton five."

"But—"

"You have a lawyer?"

"Yes, of course."

"You're probably paying him five per cent. If
I don't succeed, their percentages may be worthless. You're a
beautiful, young actress, but you only have a small window to make
it in this town. You don't have time to waste."

"How can you be sure I'll always pay
you?"

I just smiled.

"Trading one pact with a Devil for another, I
suppose," she said sadly.

She gave me her contact numbers. I told her
to contact me through Norton. Then we started to walk back to the
entrance. As we were passing through the grove I noticed a small
brown bundle laying on the blacktop ahead. I guessed immediately
what it was. I tried to direct her eyes away, but she saw it.

"Oh, poor squirrel."

It lay dead on the blacktop, eyes closed.
Brilliant red blood had flowed from under its head to form a pool
that now held its shape. I tried to move on, but she stopped,
fascinated by the scene.

"Do you think it was run over?"

"Except for the tour tram and an occasional
gardener's truck, they don't face that kind of threat here. And
it's not—I don't know how else to put it—squashed. No, more likely
it just fell from one of those branches and, unfortunately, found
blacktop instead of a pile of leaves under him."

"But they're so good at jumping."

"Even a squirrel can make a misstep. Or they
get old."

She continued to stare at it, especially the
blood that a patch of sunlight had now fallen on, bringing out its
red brilliance even more.

"Blood is pretty," she said.

"Yes," I said, for I
had to agree. "Until it congeals."

I walked Anne Eisley
to her car, then got into the 911 and put a call into The Phone
before taking off.

"Talk." It was Roee's standard greeting.

"It's me. Patch me into Petey on the
scrambler."

"All right. Hold on a sec."

It was more than a second, but not much.
Petey's loud, shouting voice came over the line. It was just the
way he talked. "Fixxer! How are you!?"

"I'm okay, for a man in my condition."

"And what condition is that!?"

"The Human Condition, Petey, the Human
Condition."

"Ha-ha! I fall for that each time!"

"That's why I love you."

"Hey, don't go maudlin! You know I cry at
Kodak commercials! What's up!?"

"You remember Formula 12-72."

"Oh yeah! I love that stuff!"

"Got any left?'

"Well, gee, let me think! Oh, yes, sure! I've
got some in the deep freeze at home

"Can you send me enough for one
application?"

"Sure. Can you send me ten grand!?"

"What do you think of five? How often do you
get orders for it?"

"Oh, okay! You're a wicked negotiator!"

"Overnight?"

"You pay the shipping!?"

"Certainly."

"Done!"

"So how's every other little thing?" I
asked.

"Well, covert ain't what it used to be!"

"No kidding."

"It's better!"

"How's that?"

"It's become truly pragmatic! As opposed, you
know, to using 'Pragmatism' as a cover for personal agendas! I feel
like I'm working for 'The People' again!"

"Should I return?"

"Oh, come on Fixxer! Charity work ain't your
gig no more!"

"Too true, Petey. Stay out of the cold."

"Stay out of the heat!"

I was blasting down the Two, heading back
home, when the phone rang. I put it on the speaker.

"Yes, Roee?"

"I've got Norton on the scrambler."

"Patch him through."

"Did you talk to Anne?" Norton greeted.

"Yes."

"Can you help her?"

"Yes. In fact, call her and tell her to go
ahead with what I suggested. She should call me through you when
it's set."

"Okay. What did you think of her, he-he?"

"Beautiful girl."

"Yes, he-he, beautiful seems inadequate."

"Are you in love, Norton?"

"Oh, no—he-he—you know me, stable, happy
married man. No, just looking out for my percentage."

"Norton, why did you call? You don't usually
ask for such quick reports."

"Oh, yes. Paul Hinckley called."

"That third-rate Spielberg. What does he
want?"

"He remembers how you helped him before."

"Yes. And I hope the film-going public never
finds out."

"Oh, he's not that bad, he-he."

"Norton, he's had the most amazing
third-times-the-charm career."

"What do you mean?"

"Track his career. He'll make two
back-to-back absolutely awful films that generate appropriately
dismal box-office. Then his next film will always just break $100
million, saving his ass."

"Well—he-he—he keeps working. Steady
commission. Can you see him?"

"He still has a housekeeping deal at Warner
Bros.?"

"Yes, he does."

"I'll drop off
now."

Paul Hinckley filled
in the rather substantial gaps in his talent with pure ego.
Absolutely convinced that he was better at every aspect of motion
pictures than anyone else, he usually demanded to write or rewrite
the screenplay, produce, and be his own cinematographer as well as
direct. The only reason he didn't edit his films was that he hated
confined spaces, fancying himself a cowboy, but he usually hired
first-time editors more than willing not to bother him with
creative input—splice and dice jobs. So he often made films that
were murky in look, plot and flow. Then that third one in the cycle
would happen, always with a screenplay he now didn't have the power
to touch. Some little well-executed gem of a concept that even he
couldn't screw up. Boom—he breaks the $100 million sound barrier
and suddenly he has the right stuff again—and the momentary power
to get him through two more insults to the memory of Edison,
Eisenstein, Griffith, Ford, and even—Christ!—Jerry Lewis. If there
were any justice in the world, Paul Hinckley would be directing TV
movies for a cable channel with a low audience share.

I entered the main gate of Warner Bros., and
the guard pointed me to a VIP parking space. They know me at Warner
Bros. They know me at all the studios. They just don't know why
they know me.

Paul Hinckley's Hondo Productions was housed
in a bungalow suite of offices, all the rooms fairly cramped except
his own, which still was not as spacious as I'm sure he thought he
deserved. Posters of all his movies, even the two out of three
dismal ones, were proudly on display: Certificates of honor for the
completion of productions.

"That was quick," he greeted me as his
assistant ushered me in.

"Car phone."

"Yes. What did we ever do before them?"

"Listened to disco on the radio."

"Ah, don't get me nostalgic."

He lit up a cigarette. Marlboro, of course,
probably been smoking them since he was a teenager, and he still
thought they made him look cool.

"Sit." He gestured to a couch, chair and
table arrangement which was not just a conversation bay, but also
his workspace. He was one of those filmmakers who considered it bad
form to sit behind a desk. "I need something fixed."

"Go ahead."

"There's this kid out there, this—film
geek—Dave Finch. You know the kind. They do movie reviews for free
for freebie newspapers in order to get free screenings."

"Yeah. The Land of the Free."

"I want you to give him something for
me."

"What?"

"A quarter of a million dollars."

"Jesus Christ! He must have given you one
hell of a good review."

"He gave me something better than that. And I
want him fairly compensated for it." He took a long drag on his
Marlboro, smiled, and then blew out a stream of smoke prodigious
enough to allow a tobacco lobbyist to cloud the issue.

"So send him a check. I'm not a delivery
service."

"There's a message that goes with it."

"I'm not a messenger service."

"There's a change of behavior on his part I
want you to assure."

"I see. Well, I have been known to affect
behavior modification. Give me the details."

"Fixxer, for a long time I have been
searching for the Holy Grail."

"I assume you're being metaphorical."

He dragged on the cigarette again and smiled
again. It wasn't a smile that lifted spirits. It was the scary
smile of a sad ghoul. "The Holy Grail for any filmmaker—for any
commercial filmmaker—and I'm very proud to say that I'm a
commercial filmmaker—is the Living Concept Movie."

"Otherwise known as a good story?"

"No, no, Fixxer, it's far more complex than
just a good story. It is the magic formula—the secret key. By
'Living Concept,' I mean something that can replicate. Something
that can bear children."

"Sequels."

"Sequels, merchandising, spin-offs, those are
but the mere manifestations. The real children are elements taken
from the Zeitgeist, formed into crystal clear universal
representations, then sent out through your film back into the
Zeitgeist, thereby re-shaping it slightly to your will."

"And none of your past films have reshaped
the Zeitgeist?"

"Some had potential, but the studios fucked
up the marketing."

"And your successful films?"

"The studios fucked up the story."

"But they made money?"

"Sometimes directing is salvage work."

"So I assume this Dave Finch has given you a
Living Concept."

"Forced it on me at an AFI seminar six months
ago. I told him I could only accept things submitted through my
agent, then he started to scream about the elitism of Hollywood and
Catch 22's, almost, I swear, foaming at the mouth. I put it into my
pocket just to shut him up."

"It wasn't a script."

"No, just a fifteen-page treatment. I forgot
about it. Didn't even take it out of my jacket."

"Until?"

"Last Tuesday. First time I had worn the
jacket since the seminar. I didn't really remember where it came
from, so I looked it over. Within three pages I knew what was
there. I had found my Holy Grail."

"And now you want to buy it for a quarter of
a million. So what's the problem? Kid isn't a member of the Writers
Guild?"

"I don't want to make a normal deal here. I
want to be fair—more than fair. A quarter of a million is a hell of
a lot for a treatment. I want to give it to him. Then I want him to
go away."

His cowboy crust cracked a little bit. His
hands shook as he lit another cigarette.

"I see. You want to present this Living
Concept as wholly original to your own fertile imagination."

"I will, in the screenplay, of course, make
it much more than what it is now."

"Nonetheless…"

"It's the concept that's going to blow people
away."

"Still, why go through this? Purchase the
damn thing then bury him in the credits."

"No. No, I've got to do it this way."

"Why? You've had successes. You've made
money. You'll keep working."

"Because I want to be anointed. Spielberg,
Coppola, Scorsese, those bastards have been anointed. I want to be
anointed!"

Not hard to understand. Isn't Hollywood the
Mt. Olympus of the modern age? The rarefied air where gods and
goddesses reign and for whom sacrifices are made. Graven images of
them or their work bring tributes from the masses. They are
worshipped with tributes of attention, attention confirming
recognition, recognition meaning: I am above it all!

If you don't happen to be a god who can
travel to Olympus on a cloud, though, then you can only get there
by climbing. Which probably means you'll have to get your hands
dirty.

"Half of what you're paying him."

"You want 125,000 for the job?"

"And the amnesia."

"Okay, I'll have Norton transfer it over when
I have Finch's signature on this."

He handed me a
one-sheet agreement. It read:

I, David Finch, in consideration of payment
of Two Hundred and Fifty

Thousand Dollars ($250,000), which I hereby
acknowledge receipt

of, assign all copyright and interest in a
fifteen page treatment

currently entitled "V," as well as in all
ideas, elements, concepts and

characters contained within said treatment,
to Paul Hinckley, and

that by doing so Paul Hinckley becomes, for
all purposes whatsoever,

the author of said treatment and has full
rights to take such credit. I

agree that any mention of this agreement by
me will be a material

breach of this
agreement.

"I'm not sure this is a truly binding
document. When the film is the biggest thing since Star
Wars, what's to prevent him from taking credit?"

"The contract's just window dressing. I'm
counting on the money and your presence to do the real job. Scare
the shit out of him Fixx."

"Yeah, I can do that—and thank you for the
compliment—but, let's try something else as well. Can I get into
your computer?"

"Sure."

I went over to the
computer, which was placed on a chest-high stand. He obviously
wrote standing up—probably in his cowboy boots. I opened a document
and typed:

I, David Finch, hereby acknowledge and admit
that while I was

working at the offices of Hondo Productions
as a one-day temp, I

made of copy of a fifteen-page treatment
titled "V," that I took this copy

home with me and retyped it word for word and
have submitted it to

various film production companies and
individuals in the film

industry, claiming authorship of said
treatment. I further

acknowledge that the
sole author of the treatment is Paul Hinckley.

"This is great," Hinckley said, his Marlboro
breath flowing from just over my shoulder.

"As you said, he's a film geek, but if
anybody were to believe him, this should convince them otherwise.
You had him sign it for your protection. Then, being the
deep-feeling Hollywood liberal you are, you dropped the matter not
wanting to call in the police and ruin the kid's life. He forced
the treatment on you. He may have forced it on others."

"I can't believe that."

"Why not?"

"If anybody of power had read this—it would
be an announced project."

He gave me Finch's address on Argyle in
Hollywood, and a cashier's check made out to CASH.

"I'm leaving here at five. I'm going up to my
ranch in Paso Robles. Norton has the number, let me know when it's
all done."

"Going to get in some riding?"

"Yeah. Healthy stuff. Fresh air. Sometimes
you just have to get away from the stink of Hollywood."

 



Chapter 3

Silly Putty
Lips

I decided it would
be best to go home and grab a bit of lunch and change cars before
going out bird hunting. I don't mind driving the 911 through
Hollywood, but parking it on a residential street there would show
a lack of caution that was trained out of me long ago.

"Does the name Anne Eisley mean anything to
you?" Roee greeted me.

"Much—but most of it is my active
imagination."

"Norton said she called and you should call
her."

"Fine. Set it up. What have you got for
lunch?"

"Poached salmon from The Bistro."

I ate as I talked to Miss Eisley over the
speaker.

"I called him."

"I assume he was thrilled."

"Yeah. I had to wipe off my phone. He wants
to go out tomorrow night. Is that too soon?"

"What do you hear from your agent?"

"Oh, yeah. He confirmed it. Got the deal with
the Pay or Play."

"Then tomorrow night is perfect timing."

I gave her details of what I wanted her to
do.

"And you'll be there when I bring him
home?"

"Yes."

"There won't be a confrontation, will
there?"

"He'll never know I was there. Just get him
to a heightened state of anticipation."

"That shouldn't be hard."

"Actually, it should be, but we needn't go
into that now."

I took the Corolla to Hollywood, a nice, dull
mid-80s model. Brown.

I went east on Wilshire to Hancock Park,
making a left on Rossmore, the most pleasant artery into Hollywood,
a tree-lined street of old-money mansions, very East Coast in its
feel. "Mansions" may be a bit of a hyperbole, but "big houses,"
which would be accurate, seems inadequate. Being just up the road
from the Wilshire District, and not that far from downtown, these
houses were occupied by bankers and oil company executives, or
retired versions of same, who had bought the houses in deflated
times gone by and now found it hard to pay for the upkeep and
replace the antiquated plumbing.

The really fine houses were down the side
streets off Rossmore where you could find the official homes of
several foreign consulates and a few old Borsch Belt comedians. Not
that some of the houses on Rossmore weren't grand; there just was
not a consistency of grand. After you pass Beverly Boulevard you
leave the houses and drive by a stretch of old fashioned, New
York-like apartment buildings dating from the glamour days of
Hollywood. There's the Country Club Manor, the El Royale, and a
little further up, before you get to Melrose and Rossmore becomes
Vine, stands the Ravenswood —

Was it the El Royale or the Ravenswood where
Mae West lived for years until her death? I use to know. Damn! This
was going to bug me all day.

Past Melrose you run into the bland ugliness
of lower Hollywood, passing the Musicians Union hall, post
production companies, sound recording studios, and various fast
food/convenience store corners, eventually reaching the fabled but
faded corners of Sunset & Vine and Hollywood & Vine. You
could say that Hollywood proper is not very glamorous. You would be
more correct to say it is not glamorous at all, except for a hint
of the long gone at the corner of Hollywood & Vine, due solely
to the pre-war buildings still standing there. The old Broadway
Building on the southwest corner that no longer houses that
department store. The Hollywood Taft Building across the street to
the east, full of offices that one can imagine were once occupied
by legitimate and reputable talent and casting agents suddenly
scrambling to find actors with good speaking voices. The Pantages
Theater, just down Hollywood Boulevard, once the home of glittery
premieres and the Academy Awards, now a stop for road companies of
old legit Broadway musicals. If you look up at these buildings you
can get a feel for the Hollywood that was.

But look down to street level and you are too
rudely handed the Hollywood that is: a tourist trap with very
unappetizing bait.

They say they are going to recover Hollywood.
Who knows, could happen. They're doing a number on Times Square;
maybe they're waiting to see how that turns out.

I passed Hollywood Boulevard, went one block,
and made a right on Yucca, and then a quick left onto Argyle. Dave
Finch lived on the 2000 block, the last block before Argyle curved
to the right and became Hollymont Drive then curved its way up to
join the wavy roads of the Hollywood Hills.

The old apartment buildings along this
stretch of Argyle, including the romantically named De Mille Manor,
showed the effects of time in their rundown condition, their faded
beauty—a Hollywood tradition, after all. Others showed more the
effect of the times in their surrounding thick barred security
fences with their "airlock" entranceways. The fences never match
the aesthetics of the buildings, but aesthetics are probably very
low on the list of residential concerns in this neighborhood.

I found Dave Finch's building by surmising
the address it lacked in any visible form from the addresses on the
building just before and the building just after. It was a
two-story quasi-Spanish style building needing a new coat or ten of
a rather awful pink paint and replacements for the faded green bird
shit-splattered awnings over the windows. Neither improvement was
likely in the near future by the look of things. The "front" of the
building was actually its side, with all the apartment doors facing
the north side of the De Mille Manor, which towered over it by
half. Between the De Mille and the pink building were two or three
large overgrown trees that formed a cave-like entrance into what a
patriot might call the courtyard, a long, narrow slab of concrete
before the apartment doors and the outside stairs in the center
that took you to the second story. Between the De Mille and the
trees, sun had probably not penetrated this area for decades.
Finch's apartment number 3 was on the second story.

I figured it would be useless but I tried the
doorbell. Nothing. I knocked.

"Yeah! Hold on a minute!" came a slightly
high voice, followed soon by the door opening. "Yeah?" said the
skinny and nervous ferret of a young man who opened the door. Dave
Finch was maybe twenty-three. His hair was brown, short, cut
haphazardly, with no particular point of view. His eyes were
intense focal points of glazed-over attention, the kind that
suspiciously never left you, while fronting a mind totally
self-absorbed. His lips seemed to be pinched out of Silly
Putty.

"Dave Finch?"

"Yeah?" He was suspicious, but curious.

"I have something for you from Paul
Hinckley."

"Reeeally!?" He stretched out the word,
showing his excited amazement, yet a total lack of questioning that
Paul Hinckley would actually have something for him.

"Can I come in?"

"Yeah, sure."

He opened the door and I entered. His
apartment was a cluttered mess of a single with a small kitchen
area crammed into an alcove; a Murphy bed, down and littered with
laundry, not clean from the smell of it; books and magazines piled
up here and there, probably by a system of his own creation; and
two tall bookcases completely filled with black video tape boxes,
neatly labeled, indicating that he was a major offender of
copyright law. In one corner was a 20" color television on a cart
whose lower shelf held a Go-Video dual deck VHS machine (the
instrument of his criminality); in another was a small desk upon
which sat a Macintosh Performa and a small personal printer. These
items indicated where whatever money he made went, as opposed to,
say, nourishment. The walls were covered with old movie poster
one-sheets, lobby cards and 8x10 production stills, all unframed,
just push-pinned for permanence. There was The Seventh Voyage of
Sinbad. There was Star Wars. Not the original poster,
but the neater second version for the reissue. And there was, of
course, a reprint poster of an Orson Wells film,

The Magnificent Ambersons. Citizen
Kane must not have been available.

"So—so did he finally read 'V'?"

"He read it."

"I'd only been calling him for months."

"You've been calling him?"

"Yeah. His—his assistant, Gina, really nice,
very—very sweet girl—uh—said he got all my messages, but, you know,
he would be on location or vacation or scouting or something.
Did—uh—did he like it?"



"Yeah. A lot."

"Reeeally. Oh, wow! I knew it. You see, he
needs, he really needs a good script. He's—he's very underrated
by—by the mainstream critics, they just—they don't see his
magnificent handling of just pure, raw cinema, of the whole—the
whole composition/movement/light package of information as it hits
us through the tunnel—the tunnel of our optic sense to the visual
cortex to mingle with nets of our own experience, even—even to
inform those nets with new manufactured experiences." He paused and
nodded his head in short, rapid movements, as if one side of him
was vigorously agreeing with the other. "But—but he's always been a
stinker of a writer, " he concluded.

"Yes, well…"

"I could start on the screenplay right away.
I mean, I've got commitments, you know, to the papers, lots of
reviews to do, and—and my continuing exploration of the films of
Michael Powell, but I—I could, you know, start tomorrow. So, what
should I do? Should I—should I get an agent?"

"I think we can handle the negotiations right
here, don't you?"

"Uh—well—uh—yeah—sure, but, well, you know, I
don't want to be taken advantage of. Isn't it better if I have an
agent? I mean, I know I've got to get at least Writer's Guild
minimum, but I would like, you know, a little bit more than
that."

"Would this suffice?" I handed him the
cashier's check.

"Oh wow!" He looked up at me. "Reeeally?
Wow!"

"There are conditions. You must sign
these."

He took the two sheets of paper with the two
agreements on them, and studied them intently, reading them at
least twice each, as if the first read made no sense—or no sense he
wanted to accept. Then the anger hit like a baseball bat to the
face. "No way! This is shit! This is shit, man! It's like what
everybody says, they just want to fuck you!"

"Quarter of a million dollars is a hell of a
fuck."

"I don't care! Shit! It's my story! I don't
want too—fuck! I dreamed of working with this bastard, now look
what…"

"Hey!" I had to stop him. Or the shrill of
his voice would soon be calling dogs. "What the hell do you want
out of life, kid?"

"I want to make movies, that's all. I—I know
everything I—I understand film in a way no one else can even touch.
I mean—I mean, shit…" One tear from each eye started a slow race
down his cheeks. "I've seen every great film ever made, I've
memorized them practically, every shot, every light angle, I can
just—I can just close my eyes and see the shots I want to make. But
you got to have a break, you know, shit, you got to have that
break. You see, to write this film—it's going to be a fucking big
hit—that's my break. It's my story—mine. People got to know that,
you know."

"With $250,000 you can certainly buy yourself
some time to write a few more good ideas."

"No! No! This one! And fuck the money! I got
money coming in. I'm going to have plenty of it. Tell Paul that,
tell him that!"

I decided it was time to make him approach
life as the existential, nihilistic wonder it is. "Listen, kid.
You're very low on the scale of humanity. You are a film geek, a
creepy, unattractive, not well-bathed fantasist living a Kafka-like
black & white existence, but without the political overtones.
You are so enamored by film that you are practically celluloid
yourself at a time when everything else is going digital. You are
nearly useless, except to make a few other poor bastards feel
better that they are at least not you, whereas I am a fucking angel
who has come down from heaven to offer you manna well beyond your
means. Do not be ungrateful and turn this offer down. The
consequences are unthinkable."

I had gotten quite close to his face for the
emphasis it provided, which was unfortunate. He started to sputter,
splattering the surroundings.

"Pl—pl—please just go. I—I—I can't, I won't.
Hey—hey —just tell Paul that—that I'm going to show 'V' to Andy
Rand, and—and fuck him!"

"If you could get to him, that would be
nice—but useless. He's resigning from NewVue tomorrow."

No shock, no surprise, not a second of
thought. "Fuck NewVue! I'm going to be a partner with Andy Rand.
What we're going to do—man—fuck!"

That was a quick comeback, even for a
fantasist. Something was wrong.

I am not one to believe that money answers
all concerns, but Finch should have accepted the money. The amount,
the intimidation, good sense, or any combination thereof, should
have dictated that response. But something else was at play here.
Before going further, I decided it was well worth finding out
what.

"All right," I said. "Can't argue with
artistic purity. I'll inform Mr. Hinckley of your decision."

"O—o—okay."

I walked to the door. "One last thing. Which
apartment building did Mae West live in? The El Royale or the
Ravenswood?"

He started to answer, then stopped. "Shit!
I—just—it was just on the tip of—shit! I'll look it up!" He leaped
for a pile of books.

"Never mind," I said as I left.

After leaving Finch's place I made a quick
stop somewhere where I thought they might know him. The Hollywood
Book and Poster Company has long served the needs of people who
can't just go to movies, eat some popcorn, and leave it at that.
These people have to have pieces, slices, and hunks of the films
themselves to adorn household shrines to various seen and unseen
gods. Some celebrated the sleaze in movies, the cheap, the B, the
camp, the inept. Others celebrated the "masterworks," as they
called them, of various directors that got under their skin. For
others it was genre decorations—Sci-Fi, Film Noir—and for others,
like Dave Finch, their worship was all encompassing.

The posters and lobby cards and 8x10
publicity shots had to come from somewhere. Logically, this Mecca,
a short walk from his apartment, would be it.

I walked up to George who owned the place and
whose services I had called upon before.

"Oh, hi," he said, greeting me somewhat
nervously. Certain people in town always greet me that way. It's
the money.

"Do you know a Dave Finch?"

The name quelled the nervousness and replaced
it with attitude. "Yeah, Unfortunately."

"You don't think much of him?"

"I try not to think of him at all. But, you
know what he's like? He's like one of those—uh—you know, like when
you get a song, some stupid song stuck in your mind and it keeps
popping up. That's Dave Finch. He just keeps popping up."

"Has he been a good customer?"

"Oh, yeah. He gets spurts of money from his
Dad. Dad's a car dealer in Hawaiian Gardens. Basically he's been
supporting Dave while he's been trying to be a film critic, or
something. Been going on a long time because I don't know of
anybody who's actually paid Dave to write."

"What do you think of his reviews?"

"Oh, he has insights on occasion. But, you
know, his writing is sort of, uh, pedantic and too aware of itself.
Lot of these guys write about film that way, they take it too damn
seriously. And he thinks, uh, he thinks his opinion is the only
opinion, you know. He's convinced that films are quantifiable, and
only he can place them on the scale of good to bad. I remember,
once, we went to a screening together. It was this silly Sci-Fi
film made by NewVue before Rand got there. It was a fun film. I
mean, it was a stupid, dumb, cheap Sci-Fi film that had some
inadvertent laughs in it, but, you know, it was an okay
eighty-eight minutes in the theater. Well, the movie's over, he
asks me what I think of it, and I said just that, stupid but
enjoyable. And he blew his top. He went crazy.

"He started screaming at me right there in
the middle of the theater. He told me that if I thought this film
was any good I had no right to own this store, I had no right to be
involved in the film business in any way, shape or form. And that,
basically, I was, you know, dog shit that had been pissed on. I
mean it was amazing! The fire in the guy's eyes was
incredible."

"Maybe that was the spark of divine
madness."

"Maybe it was the fucking fires of hell."

"So you wouldn't guess he's the kind of film
freak that could actually come up with a good concept for a film
and build a story around it?"

"Shit, I wouldn't think so. I mean he's like
a sponge that has soaked up everything that's been done in films,
so he can kind of throw it back out, but, no, I mean, he's never
had a life, he's—he's not that clever."

"Okay. Thanks for the info."

I started to walk out when he stopped me.

"Say—uh—can—can I ask you a question?" He was
nervous again. I smiled. I understood what it was taking to get
beyond that and ask. I nodded my head. "Have you ever heard of a
script called Malice Towards None?"

"The one you sell bootleg copies of?"

"Uh—yeah."

"The script considered the best unproduced
script ever written in Hollywood?"

"Yeah."

"Obviously, I have. Why?"

"They say…"

"'They?'"

"It is said that you wrote that script."

I smiled. I walked back to him. I put my hand
on his shoulder and allowed it to move to the back of his neck. I
squeezed—just enough pressure to make a painful point. "Do I look
like a man who would write something called 'Malice Towards
None'?"

"Uh—actually—no." There was sweat—but then
the place was not well ventilated.

"Do you have an original poster of Fritz
Lang's Metropolis?" I asked.

"Uh—yeah. Mint condition."

"German?"

"Yeah, of course."

I gave him Norton Macbeth's card. "Send it
there with the invoice."

"You—you know, it's…"

"I know the price. Send it."

Then I left, with the
whispered word, Fixxer, trailing after me.

I called Paul
Hinckley, greeting him with: "I don't think he's a songbird."

"What are you talking about?"

"Finch."

"What?"

"I don't think he wrote 'V.'"

"You're kidding. What makes you think
that?"

"Intuition."

"Well fuck intuition. The kid gave it to me,
his name is on it."

"So do you want to give him a quarter of a
million dollars and have someone else throw a plagiarism suit at
you?"

"Sure! Yeah! Then we just call it a nuisance
suit. Spielberg gets them all the time. As long as whoever it is
never had contact with me, then it's just one of those
ideas-as-pollen-in-the-air kind of thing—just get Finch to take the
deal and I'm covered."

"How well do you know Finch?"

"What do you mean? I told you—"

"Yeah, I know. The AFI Seminar. You knew him
before that, didn't you?"

"Well, yeah, okay. He wrote a really nice
appreciation of my films about a year ago in L.A. Week By
Week. So I called him up. He then just sort of pushed himself
on me, hoping to get a contract to write a book length study."

"So you saw him on several occasions. A
relationship would be easily proved. I now see the value you have
put on this deal."

"Yeah, okay, I'll try not to lose sleep over
it. Just get Finch to sign and take the money."

"He refuses."

"What? He wouldn't take the money?"

"No. He was quite offended by it."

"That's why he'll never make it in Hollywood.
So what do I do now?"

"Double my fee and I'll find out who really
wrote it."

"Double your fee!"

"This is assuming, of course, that when I
find out who really wrote it, I can get them to accept the
deal."

"Shit! This is starting to cost me."

"Hey, what do you think? You can get anointed
on the cheap?"

"Okay, deal. Do it. How long do you think it
will take?"

"I can't give you that estimate."

"Well, try to make it quick. I really want to
start pitching this to the studios."

"I thought you had a first look with Warner
Bros."

"Oh, fuck'em! They haven't the brains to
appreciate this one. Hey, did you hear that Rand is resigning from
NewVue?"

"I heard."

"You heard! You probably made it happen."

"Now why would you say that? How long you
going to be at the ranch."

"I don't know. Two, three days."

"I'll be in touch."

I drove home, pulling into the underground
garage and up to the valet. A young kid in a green outfit opened my
door. An Iranian Beverly Hills High senior nicknamed "Joe," new on
the job and eager to please.

"Good evening, sir."

"Good evening, Joe."

"Should—should I have the car washed,
sir?"

"Joe, it's a ten year old, brown Corolla. It
lives for dirt. It's the only thing that gives it character. Wash
it and, 'you'll keep your Christmas by losing your situation.'" I
enjoy quoting Dickens.

"Oh—okay. Sorry."

He got in the car and drove it to its stall
far more carefully than the car deserved.

Once home, I settled down in the library with
a vodka tonic, lemon twist—never use lime it insults the grain—and
the sounds of the Fletcher Henderson Orchestra featuring Louis
Armstrong. Yeah, antiquated 1920s jazz, but combined with the lift
from the vodka, the comfort of my chair, the soothing lack of light
provided by closed eyelids, I find it bracing. I love waves of
nostalgia for times before my birth. If I opened my eyes and
suddenly found that this was a contemporary recording I was
listening to, where would I be? New York, maybe Chicago, in a
penthouse suite with much higher ceilings than this one, where the
power was, where power's not always happy sister, money, was. Great
towns—New York, Chicago—vital, aware, interesting from low life to
high life. If I open my eyes, though, it will be the 90s, and if it
is the 90s, then this must be Los Angeles.

Play on Fletcher. Play on Pops.

"Penne with Moroccan lamb and mint."

I opened my eyes. It was Roee announcing the
"simple" pasta dish he had prepared for dinner. "Did the lamb
really come from Morocco?"

"It's not the lamb that's Moroccan, it's the
sauce. Which should include Zucchini, but as I know how much you
hate Zucchini..."

"Your indulgence of my dislikes is
appreciated."

"And I know you are not a wine lover, but I
have found a rather nice Chenin Blanc that I would deem it a
tragedy for you to pass up."

"Well, if you can indulge my dislikes I can
certainly indulge your likes. I will have a glass. And after dinner
I would like you to join me for a little job."

"Oh." Disappointment expelled with the
word.

"You had plans?"

"I was going to watch a video tape of
Waiting for Godot."

"Can it wait?"

"I have borrowed it from a friend."

"Can he wait?"

"It is Beckett directing Beckett!"

"Well, he's dead. I suppose waiting is not a
problem for him."

"Fine. I will wait."

Roee began to leave as a commentary on my
request.

"I met Beckett once."

Roee turned back to face me, as I knew he
would. "You did not!"

"In the bar of the Hyde Park Hotel in London.
He autographed a book for me."

"Which you have conveniently lost."

"No. You'll find it in the Bs."

Roee went over to a bookcase. "Which
one?"

"Small blue book. Ends and Odds, I
believe."

Roee pulled the book out and opened it up.
His eyes widened slightly. "With your background, this could be a
forgery."

"Yes, but for what reason? The only person it
has ever impressed is you."

Roee looked at me, raised his eyebrows,
nodded his head, and closed the book. "Let's have dinner."

"Good idea. I'm starving."

 



Chapter 4

Buck'em

The lamb was
excellent. I firmly believe that one should eat a cute fluffy or
furry animal at least once a week. It's essential for good
health—mental if not physical.

I filled Roee in on the Paul Hinckley
situation over dinner.

"So you don't believe this kid could write a
film script?" Roee asked.

"Oh, sure. Anybody can write a film script.
And just about anybody does. It's writing one that excites even a
mediocre talent like Hinckley that I don't think he could do."

"So he ripped it off from somebody."

"That's the only answer. And where is that
somebody? These drippy-ear wannabes all hang out together and
possibly show each other their work for comments. But why would
Finch think he could get away with it? If it were the work of
another aspiring screenwriter, wouldn't he expect that writer to be
trying to submit the piece? And if Finch were to sell it, did he
think the other guy wouldn't challenge him? No, it's got to be some
other situation. Something more than just casual."

"So tonight?"

"Tonight I think we're going to have to visit
his apartment and look for clues."

"How mundane."

"I know you hate grunt work, but I could use
your help. Be sure to bring the bag." I was referring to our Bag o'
Tricks, various goodies of a helpful nature amazingly packed into a
case just slightly larger than the standard attaché.

"Are we just going to break in?"

"Yes. But we'll go as cops. A parked black
& white and two cops nosing around are not unusual sights in
that neighborhood."

"And Finch?"

"I'm betting he will be
out at a movie."

In preparation for
our night's errand, I called the Captain.

"Good to hear your voice, Fixxer. How's
things in the upperworld?" he asked.

"Fine. You ought to try it."

"No thanks. I'm happy as a dedicated public
servant."

"There should be more like you."

"What? Taking my glory? Forget it. What's
up?"

"I'll be out in the b&w tonight."

"Oh. Anything I should know about?"

"No. Pure Hollywood ego scenario."

"Where will you be?"

"Argyle. 2000 block."

"Okay. Officers Saunders and Hough?"

"Yeah."

"Okay. I'll let the locals know that a
special unit is in the area on a hush-hush assignment."

"Thanks."

"Don't mention it. Just pay the invoice."

We drove the 911 to a garage I have just off
Wilshire by Sixth and St. Andrews Place. We changed into uniforms
and left in the LAPD black and white, got on to Rossmore and headed
up to Hollywood. After making a slow trip up and down Argyle for
show, I parked just across from Finch's building. Sure enough, at
about 7:30, we saw him come out, go up the street, get into a late
model Chrysler—probably what his father sells—and take off.

"Okay Officer Hough," I said. "Let's go."

We walked around poking our flashlights into
dark areas finally making our way to Finch's building. If anyone
saw us, no one was willing to bother us. We went up the stairs.
Roee expertly picked the lock. We entered. Roee quietly opened the
Bag o' Tricks and pulled out and set up a powerful, battery
operated small red light, much like those used in darkrooms. This
allowed us to see where to step in Finch's maze of piled books,
magazines, and haphazardly left dirty plates and glasses without
sending noticeable illumination to the outside world.

"What a dump!" Roee said, very Bette
Davis.

"Not bad. Can you do Katherine Hepburn?"

"The Calla Lilies are in bloom."

"Work on it."

"Yes'um, boss."

"Now cut that out!"

"What are we looking for?" Roee asked in so
normal a voice I almost didn't recognize him. "And how in the hell
can we ever find it?"

"Well, this is where the beauty of the
information age comes in. You can't leave your dirty socks laying
around in your computer." I turned the Mac on. It dinged and showed
its friendly face. "Let's open her up and see what wonders are
contained."

Roee sat at the keyboard and looked at the
files in the hard disk. "Son-of-a-bitch. He has Internet access.
High tech in low places."

"Daddy buys the toys. Do you think you can
log on?"

"What's his name again?"

"David Finch."

"And it notes here that his screen name is
birdman."

"Makes sense."

"So what would be his password?"

"Burt?"

"Too short."

"Lancaster?"

"Too obvious."

"Frankenheimer?"

"Too long. Plus, although not as obvious as
the actor, the director is obvious enough."

"I'm out of suggestions."

"Why don't we try —" Roee typed as he spelled
it out "— t - r - o - s - p - e - r."

"Trosper?"

"The screenwriter."

"Ah."

"Beautifully obscure. Perfect for a
password." Roee clicked the mouse and we were very nicely welcomed
into Finch's Internet portal.

"How did you know about Trosper?"

"That quirky memory training they gave
me."

"Oh."

"Lot of e-mails here. He must save them
all."

"A young man looking out for his own legend.
Open one up, let's read it."

It was a diatribe against a Jim Cameron film,
scolding the poor bastard at the other end of the correspondence
for having given it a good review. "And I thought the Jewish God
was a vengeful god," Roee said as he closed out of the
document.

"Look," I said,
noticing a statistical fact. A majority of the correspondence was
to and from the e-mail address yorkport@aol.com. We started opening
them up by chronological order, the first one having been written
about a year back. They were correspondence with a Craig York. We
could quickly gather that York and Finch were old friends who had
gone to high school together in Portland, Oregon. It was chitchat,
philosophical discussions on film, and bitching about Hollywood and
its lack of ethics, fair play, and purity. Finally the pertinent
one showed itself. It was from York, dated about eight months
previous. It read:

Dave—

Here's the treatment I
told you about over the phone. I call it "V." I think it's pretty
good. It just suddenly flooded into me. You'll see that it's sort
of based on my work with Jim. Why didn't I think of it before?
Guess I needed some time back here to wash the L.A. shit off me
with clean air, clean water, and clean minds. Anyway, read it and
see what you think. And do me a favor, don't show it to Jim or tell
him about it. He'll just go all nuclear again, so, Buck'em—

"What is that do you think? A typo?" Roee
asked.

"What?"

"'Buck'em,'" Roee said pointing the word on
the screen.

I had automatically read it as the more
obvious. "A typo or a euphemism. He seems to be a 'clean'
person."

"Maybe it's an Oregon thing."

"Maybe." We continued
to read.

If there is any way you can get it to any
"powers that be" like you offered, feel free to do so. You can kind
of be like my manager I guess, so I'll pay you a percentage if
anything happens. Guess who I may get to show it to? Andy Rand.
He's going to be up here for the Creativity Conference. Of course
Johnny doesn't want people bugging the rich and famous with scripts
and such, but I read in Premiere that Rand is a fishing nut, so I
figured I could offer him a fishing trip on the houseboat and get
some time alone with him. Way cool, huh? We'll see what happens.
Ran into your mom. Will you please write her? She just winds up
bugging me.

Craig

"What a schmuck this Finch is!" Roee said.
"He plagiarizes his best friend while worrying about the lack of
purity in Hollywood."

"'No one knows the ease of the blade between
the shoulders, as the man with his hand on the hilt.'"

Roee looked at me with questioning
admiration. "Did you just make that up?"

I had, but: "It's a well known literary
reference. Look it up."

"Seneca?"

"Nope."

"But one of the ancients?"

"I have far too much admiration for your
intelligence to give you a hint."

"I know I know it."

"I'll tell you if you can tell me where Mae
West lived. The El Royale or the Ravenswood?"

"Oh damn! I know I know that too. Uh...Damn!
Well, it's one or the other."

"Not good enough. Anyway, listen, check for
two things. See if Finch has addresses in here. If so get Craig
York's in Portland. If there is none we'll trace it later through
our contacts at AOL. Then look for any other reference to this Jim,
especially any letters and an address."

Roee found everything. Jim turned out to be
Jim Skinner, another Portland buddy, now a graduate student at
Caltech in Pasadena. Finch and he e-mailed a lot, mainly debates
about film and Science Fiction, plus near pornographic renditions
of what they called "Dream Dates" with various women of celebrity
status. Strange what technology can bring. Two high school buddies
living 20 miles apart, they could be talking on the phone, they
could jump on the freeway and visit each other. Instead they choose
the near extinct, almost atavistic form of personal written
correspondence. Why, an inordinate love of the missive? I doubt it.
It was probably more the case that it was "way cool" to communicate
in this new, high tech manner. It will be a boon for academics in
the 21st century. THE PERSONAL E-MAIL OF BILL GATES: CHARACTER
REVEALED IN CYBERSPACE. I can't wait for the audio chip
version.

"So, anything else?" Roee asked. "Should we
rifle his drawers?"

"I wouldn't advise it. Not without rubber
gloves."

"To prevent fingerprints?"

"To prevent
contagion."

As we were leaving
Roee hesitated. "Forget something?" I asked.

"Is there any chance you would let me have a
little fun here?"

"I can't imagine how you could have fun
here."

"The door's got an inside chain lock."

"So?"

"I could use the Henson and—"

"Roee, that is just plain mean spirited."

"No, no! I would call it being no more than
charmingly impish."

"Churlishly childish, more like it."

"Oh, come on! You know this guy. Don't you
want to contemplate the look on his face when he unlocks his
door?"

It was an appealing idea. And no harm would
be done. Except maybe to the door. "Okay. I suppose one has to be
sophomoric on occasion."

"Great!"

Roee took out the Henson. A device of his own
invention, the Henson is a collapsible armature with an articulated
metal hand electronically connected to an arm length glove. The
armature rests at the end of a telescoping pole. Built into the
palm of the "hand" is a miniature snorkel video camera. Roee put on
the glove. He then closed the door to where there was just a crack
left and slid the armature through the crack, snapping it once to
connect its joints. He turned the device on, then holding the
armature by the pole in his left hand, and watching a small video
display screen, he manipulated his gloved right hand, which in turn
manipulated the armature, which then, very simply, latched the
chain. He withdrew the Henson, and then closed the door.

"I hope he likes mysteries," I said.

"Who doesn't like
mysteries?" Roee replied as he replaced the Henson into the Bag o'
Tricks.

The next morning I
took the Alaska Airlines 6:55 flight to Portland. I traveled under
the name of Bob Hopkins, one of fifty-two identities I can assume
by simply going into a special file room I have and pulling out the
required documents, whether something as simple as a driver's
license—all I would need on this trip—or something more elaborate
such as a passport, birth certificate, government agent
identification, or even diplomatic credentials. Of the fifty-two
identities, sixteen are of foreign nationals. The rest declare me
to be a U.S. citizen, although not always one who could run for the
presidency. I even have several histories that peg me as an ex-con
of rather dangerous leanings. Those are often the most fun. One of
the fifty-two is who I really am. Although I'm not sure I can
remember who that is.

The plane landed on time at 9:08 AM, and I
quickly rented a car and headed towards downtown Portland.

Nice city, Portland, a dash of sophistication
among the basically redneck wilds of the rest of the state. Like
Seattle and Canada's Vancouver, a desirable place to live. Except
for the gray skies and rain. You have to like that. But the weather
is never as bad as outsiders think it is. Nor as good as the
natives would pray for if they thought there was a hope in hell
their prayers would be answered. On this day it was not bad. It had
obviously rained in the early morning, but as I drove from the
airport the sky was featuring huge cumulus clouds, broken by
patches of the most intense blue. They were still rain-filled black
at their bottoms, but white and sun catching as they towered up
high—mountains on the wind. It provided a dramatic backdrop for the
compact group of skyscrapers that marked downtown Portland, a
manageable downtown exuding a pleasant, non-threatening urban
feel.

According to his address, Craig York lived at
the marina on the Willamette River, which cuts through Portland and
connects with the larger Columbia River. He mentioned a houseboat
in the e-mail, so this did not surprise me. I was, though,
surprised by the houseboat itself, it was obviously not
commercially built. It was a huge, gorgeous craft, with spacious
decking at the stern, and large living quarters in the center that,
I assumed, extended below deck, and which was topped off with a
wheel cabin. The bow had the mock look of an 18th Century British
Man-O-War, complete with a figurehead of a woman well-endowed and
fair of face. The name of the boat was Buck'em, although the B was
suspiciously square in its graphic rendition.

I could see all this from an area above the
marina, which was surrounded by a chain link fence. There was only
one access to the rows of slips housing mainly pleasure crafts of
various sizes from the practical to the ostentatious. It was a
gangway leading down to the docking. It was gated and locked. I was
about ready to call York on my cell phone when I saw a young man
come out of the cabin of the Buck'em.

"Hello! Craig York!"

The man was somewhat startled, but began to
look for the source of the shout. We made eye contact.

"Ye - yes?"

"Mr. York, can I speak with you? I have
something for you!"

"Uh—well, yeah, sure, I guess."

York walked off the houseboat and headed
towards me. Like Dave Finch, he was a skinny individual, but he had
none of Finch's nervous, ferret qualities. He moved, though, with
hesitation, as if never sure of his next step. He was about 5'9"
and wore old, faded blue jeans, white deck shoes, and a green
pullover shirt. The straw blond hair on top of his long, oval head
was cut short and brushed straight forward. His complexion was
basically pale with a tinge of red, as if he was permanently
embarrassed. His eyes were the faded match of his jeans.

He reached the gate and stopped. He made no
move to open it.

"Can we go to your boat?"

"Oh—uh, yeah, sure. I'm sorry."

He opened the gate and let me through. Then,
with hesitation, he took the lead and we made our way to the
Buck'em and boarded.

"Fascinating craft. I don't think I've ever
seen anything like it."

"Oh—uh—thanks. My dad built it. When I was
about ten. I helped him, you know, but, uh—yeah it was his—it was
his dream. He designed it—uh—"

"Unique bow."

"Uh, yeah. He was a great fan of the
Hornblower novels. Uh, we should go in maybe." He gestured to the
inside of the cabin.

"Thank you." I said and entered. The inside
of the cabin featured an incredible economy of design that led to a
very comfortable, settled-in feel. The furniture was all built-ins,
and although the upholstery was well-worn, the woodwork that shaped
the furniture, all obviously hand worked, had the lush look of
constant care and seemed to have suffered no weathering. The one
odd piece was a metal unit bolted to the floor that held a rather
impressive computer set up. Not a basic Performa like Finch's Mac,
but the newer and far more elaborate 8100 Power PC with two color
monitors, one of which I was sure was high definition. It was more
of a professional setup than personal one.

"I see you live on the boat?"

"Yeah, uh, li—like I said, since he built it,
Dad and I lived on it. My mother died when I was young."

"And your dad?"

"Oh, he died a little over a year ago."

I allowed a quiet space to replace any false
statement of compassion normally expected. "Generous quarter deck.
Fish off of it?"

"Uh, yeah, Dad actually built it so we could
take fishing parties out. That's how he earned his living.
That—that's kinda what I do now."

"Interesting name, Buck'em."

York laughed just slightly. "Well, uh, yeah,
Dad was, uh, he was, uh, well, not really a very social guy. Didn't
get along with most people. His basic attitude towards everybody
was, you know, sort of Buck'em with an F. So that's what he wanted
to name the boat. And he did! That was the first name he put on the
boat. But everybody, you know, everybody at the marina and
everywhere got kinda upset over it. So, we changed it to Buck'em.
And he started using that, in fact, and it sort of became—sort of
became his catch phrase. So—so you said you—you had something for
me?"

"Yeah. Actually I have something for you from
Paul Hinckley."

"The—the film director?"

"That's right. But I need some answers from
you first to certify that I can give you what Mr. Hinckley has for
you."

"Well—well what would a Paul Hinckley have
for me?"

"Did you write a film treatment called
'V'?"

There was that instant I was looking for. Was
he surprised to hear me mention 'V'? Or was he, once I had
mentioned Hinckley, anticipating it – or dreading it—as logical?
But the instant was just that. It passed before I could read it to
my satisfaction.

"How did you know about that?"

"Mr. Hinckley has a copy of it. He likes it
very much. He would like to purchase it from you."

"Uh—oh—gee I, um, I don't know how he could
have gotten that."

"It seems your friend, Dave Finch, gave it to
him."

"Dave? Oh…"

"And the thing is, Mr. York, Dave Finch told
Paul Hinckley that he wrote it."

"Oh. Uh—he—he shouldn't have done that."

"No, obviously not. It's called plagiarism.
Not a nice thing for a friend to do. Assuming you are friends?"

York did not answer right away. It may have
been shock, but there seemed to be too much activity behind his
pale blue eyes for that. "Yes. Yes, best friends, kind of. We grew
up together. Went through high school together. Gee—I don't—I don't
know what to say, because I'm not sure—uh…"

"You're not sure of what?"

"Well…"

Another silence. York seemed to have fallen
in on himself, thinking very hard. Finally I had to break it. "Let
me show you how much Mr. Hinckley wants to pay you." I stuck the
check under his nose. It had the desired effect.

"Oh—oh my god! Gee, this is, you know, this
is a quarter of a million dollars!"

"Yes. And this is a cashier's check. You can
put it in your bank today and draw on it immediately. There are,
though, certain stipulations. You better read this."

I handed him the agreement drafted by
Hinckley, redone by myself to reflect York's name. The other
agreement, the one I had drafted, I felt wasn't necessary just yet.
He read it over. But his mind seemed stuck on something else as
well, not that he wasn't taking in the information in the document,
but I could perceive that there was another line of thought his
mind was following. I assumed that the two lines intersected. But I
couldn't begin to guess where. Finally, without taking his eyes
away from the document, he spoke up.

"Well—this—I would have no problem signing
this."

He did so, quickly grabbing a pen and signing
in a rush. He left the document on the table and stood up, leaving
me to retrieve it. "If that's—uh—all you need. I need to take the
boat out and meet some guys."

"Do you have a moment to satisfy a little
curiosity?"

"Uh—well…"

"Don't you have any Hollywood ambitions?
Credit is often as important as money. You just signed yours
away."

"Oh—well—no, not really. I—I hate it down
there. I lived there while at Caltech."

"You went to Caltech?"

"Uh—yeah. But—um—I came back little over a
year ago."

"When your Dad died?"

"Uh, yes."

"Why didn't you return to Caltech?"

"Why? Uh—well—I guess I'm a little bit like
my dad. I'm not—I'm not very social, and I found that, you know, in
the science world there it's all politics. I—I don't have a mind
for that kind of thinking, but—but that kind of thinking gets you
your grants so you can, you know, do the kind of thinking you
thought you were trained for."

"Practical or theoretical?"

"A little bit of both. Theoretical can be
more reclusive, but practical can be more—well—practical."

"So you've given up science?"

"Well—the boat was being left unattended. I
hated L.A. Noisy, dirty, crowded. I mean, I graduated, it was just,
getting into the whole graduate studies thing—and—and I just
thought, hell—I like to fish."

"Awfully elaborate computer set up just to do
a little fishing." He looked over to his computer, shocked, as if
he had forgotten it was there. I decided to give him some rope. "I
suppose it's for soundings to find schools of salmon?" But he did
not take it.

"Oh no. I use this for graphics. Computer
animation stuff."

Guileless? Was it real or practiced? "What
kind of animation? Talking mice or something?"

"Depends. I freelance for a computer film
company.

"So you are an artist as well?"

"Well…"

"What was your field in science?"

"Oh—uh—how do I explain it? Physics. I mean
broadly. But also—well—brain function, kind of, on a molecular
level, and—and information processing."

"Sounds esoteric?"

"Well..."

"Do you know Jim Skinner?"

He seemed surprise. "Yeah—uh—sure. Jim—I went
to high school with Jim too. Jim, Dave and I, we were sort
of—uh—inseparable."

"Did Jim have anything to do with 'V'?"

"Uh, no, not at all. I wrote it after I
returned home."

"But I assume it has something to do with
your science?"

"Oh, only in a—a minimal way."

"Nothing to do with Jim's work at
Caltech?"

"No, nothing."

"So you can assure me that you are the sole
author of 'V' and that you did not just commit fraud by signing
this document?"

"Fr—fraud? No. I wrote it. Just me.
Uh—uh—look…" He jumped to a desk drawer, opened it, and pulled out
a sealed envelope that had been mailed. "I have this." He handed it
to me. "I read to do it in a writer's magazine. It's the treatment,
mailed to myself and left unopened. The postmark establishes…"

"Only the date that you mailed it."

"Yeah, but…"

It was dated about a week before he had sent
the e-mail to Finch. Not final proof by any stretch. But it was so
sincerely what an amateur would do. "Can I keep this?"

"Oh—sure—yeah. No extra charge."

I chuckled at his little attempt at humor –
now we were friends. "Okay. Then I think Mr. Hinckley would be very
happy to have me hand you this check." I did so. He took it; looked
at it a second; then folded it and placed it in his shirt pocket as
if it was not much more than the address of a recommended
chiropractor. I was still curious. "So, Craig, you truly don't want
a career in Hollywood?" Maybe I had lived in Hollywood too long.
Maybe it had become too much the center of not just my
universe.

"No, that's Dave's ambition."

"Then why did you write the treatment?"

"Oh—well—I mean, I like film. We—we all did,
Jim, Dave and I. We were movie buddies. Every Saturday matinee we
went together as kids. And we talked about film a lot. And Dave
kind of got me into it and got me excited and was always talking
about writing something together, but—but we never did. But after I
was back up here, this idea came up, so I—uh—did it up, and—and I
sent it to Dave, you know, because he was saying that he was
meeting people in the industry. And, you know, I thought if I could
sell it, it would help me, cause, you know, I'm not making a lot of
money on the fishing trips, and, so, I thought, if I could just
sell it, you know, I would have some money, and—and, hey, it
worked." He patted his shirt pocket. "But, as to getting—sucked
into that world—uh—no."

"Did you get to show the treatment to Andy
Rand?"

"Uh—what? Excuse me?"

"I believe you were going to see Andy Rand at
the creativity conference."

"How—how did you know about that?"

"Did you give the treatment to Rand? Did you
take him fishing?" My guess was that he hadn't. But if he had, I
had the second agreement in my pocket.

"Uh—no—I didn't. I mean I was too shy to
approach him."

It was an apology. But for far more than the
lack of action it referred to. Although inundated with the same
film and television images that have made the Man-in-the-Street
such a slick commodity, Craig York seemed to be one of those
individuals who just couldn't keep pace with the onward rush of
civilized humanity to all be as smooth, well spoken, wise and
knowing as the next guy, especially the next guy on camera. It's
not just Warhol's fifteen minutes of fame. It's a lifetime of
being, "On the Air." Craig York had to live on the river, be among
nature, dwell inside abstract thoughts. Craig York had to get out
of the way of the rush. Otherwise he would be pegged
dysfunctional—our modern world's eighth deadly sin—and be trampled
underfoot.

"Okay, Mr. York. Enjoy the money. I imagine
the cost of living up here is manageable. Spend it right and it
should last you a good long time."

"Oh—yeah—it will be great. I mean this is
real isn't it? It's not a hoax?"

"You put that money in the bank, you'll see
how real it is. Also, you put that money in the bank then we have a
contract. A contract I expect you to honor. So I truly hope you are
repulsed by Hollywood and never want to come near it. For if you
ever try to communicate with Paul Hinckley about anything, he will
not respond to you. I will. Do you understand?"

"Oh, yeah. Don't worry."

"I never worry, Mr. York. Because I master
any situation." I turned and started to leave.

"Oh—and—and what was your name?"

I stopped and turned and looked at Craig York
for what I assumed would be the last time. His embarrassed
hesitation had never left him. I was not about to let him get
comfortable now. "Goodbye, Mr. York," I simply said, then turned
and walked off the houseboat.
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Paul Hinckley was
one lucky bastard. It's not everybody who gets to anoint
themselves—especially with the blood of such a willing sacrificial
lamb. It could have gone the other way— he could have gotten
himself a real bleater.

But then, if you can't have talent, you
better have luck, because Hollywood is a town that loves luck.
Possibly because it is filled with people who either don't have
talent, have just enough talent to be truly dangerous, or who have
talent but are so insecure they attribute their success to luck
anyway. And then, of course, there are those who just don't trust
luck and strive mightily to make their own, an admirable quality
among the talented, but the cause of chaos otherwise.

Was it worth the half million Hinckley would
wind up paying? Certainly.

If "V" was even half of what he thought it
was, he might be able to sell it to a studio for that alone. But,
more important, if a studio really wants it, given Hinckley's
sometimes success, he could probably negotiate a comfortable back
end of gross points from first dollar. Then, if his limited talent
didn't get in the way of the film, and if the film was a huge
success, he could wind up realizing 30 million or more in profits.
Two big 'Ifs,' of course—two big 'Ifs' Hinckley wasn't even
considering in his plans.

I thought these thoughts while I was flying
home from Portland munching peanuts. Short commuter flights are the
only time I ever munch peanuts. I don't really like peanuts. I like
cashews. You would think the strong competition for the flying
dollar would have led the airlines to upgrade to cashews. I began
to calculate the cost of maintaining a private jet.

We had just reached our cruising altitude
when the CNN business news came on the various monitors spaced
throughout the cabin. At the top was coverage of the resignation of
Andy Rand from NewVue Pictures.

"Filmland wunderkind Andy Rand has shocked
Hollywood by resigning as President and CEO of NewVue Pictures, the
budding, but hugely successful, entertainment conglomerate founded
by Norwegian media mogul, Torvald Engstrand. In twelve years, Rand
has been able to take NewVue from an upstart foreign film company
to a Hollywood studio in the truest and most old fashioned sense of
the word: one with an actual physical plant of sound stages,
recording studios and post production facilities. Not that Rand and
Engstrand have ignored the new-fashioned worlds of cable television
and interactive media. It was, everybody in Hollywood thought, the
dream job. Everybody, it seems, but Rand."

The well-manicured-French-garden face of the
thirty-ish female news anchor was replaced by a shot of Rand at a
hotel podium.

"It has been a great ride, and I am very
proud of what Torvald and I have been able to accomplish in these
past twelve years. But the time comes when one must reassess his
world and his position in it. Therefore I have decided, effective
immediately, to resign as president and CEO of NewVue Pictures in
order to make such a reassessment. Torvald will take over my duties
until such time as he appoints a new president. I leave not without
regret, but with an unwavering confidence that excitement and
challenge wait for me in the future. Thank you."

Reporters shouted out questions, but Rand
made a smooth and quick exit.

The anchor returned and gave a brief history
of Rand, then turned to an entertainment business analyst for
punditry. The analyst assumed what I had, that Rand was putting
himself on the market with the price tag being power. And that
NewVue's stock would drop.

"Pork belly futures."

"What?" I said turning to the man in a blue
suit who sat next to me. He was a very fat man and I had been
contending with his left elbow the whole flight.

"Business news use to be nothing but
reporting on pork belly futures. Now they report on Show Biz. Used
to be Show Biz was covered by the same reporters who covered
crime."

"Failed actor?" I asked.

"Successful salesman. Which is acting on
commission." He thrust out a big, pudgy hand. "Mac. Mac MaCarthy.
Dinosaurs."

"Dinosaurs?"

"Plastic; stuffed; with flesh; without flesh;
build your own; already assembled; battery operated; purely kid
powered; realistic; cute. The only thing I don't carry is
life-size, ha-ha-ha! Name and biz?"

"Bob Hopkins. Dried Fruit."

"Dried fruit?"

"It lasts."

"I see," Mac said, looking at me with
questions forming. I guess somebody from the exciting world of
extinct animals found it hard to relate to a mundane man of dried
fruit. But not for want of trying, "Well at least you're not in
Show Biz, where the pandering prostitutes of Hollywood are bringing
down our culture and corrupting our morals by spewing out their
despicable lowest common denominator entertainment."

"Oh, I don't know," I said. "Personally, I
have nothing against lowest common denominator entertainment."

"You don't!?"

"Would you rather have the people it
entertains bored and on the streets?"

"Well—uh..."

"Don't answer now. Just think about it."

He took my admonition
to heart and went back to his in-flight magazine and an article on
"The Top Ten Easy Listening CDs of All Time."

Roee picked me up in
the Town Car, a good comfortable passenger ride.

"Roee?"

"Yes."

"You're fully certified on jets, right?"

"Yes. Why?"

"Just something I'm giving some thought
to."

"If you're thinking of buying, I can get you
a discount."

"What? You have an uncle in wholesale?"

"Please, Vaudeville does not become you. I
just happen to know that my old employer is upgrading and will be
putting some used ones on the market."

"Well, I actually wasn't looking for a
fighter. More something to commute in."

"I know what you want, Fixxer. My old
employer has diplomats as well as soldiers, you know. Lot of secret
shuttle stuff between the Children of Moses and the Devotees of
Allah."

"Good buys, huh?"

"Please! And with my connections I can make
sure they don't strip out the special electronics."

"All right. Make some inquiries."

"Will do. Here." He handed me a package. The
return address stated: Uncle Al's Live Spider Farm. "From
Petey."

"Oh good." Reality suddenly became the face
of Anne Eisley. I settled back in my seat and caressed the vision
as best as possible. It was at times like this that I wished I
could draw. To be able to put pencil to paper and form a beauty
your inner vision only tenuously held onto would be a god-like
joy.

"Should I put in a call to Paul
Hinckley?"

I was not happy to have Hinckley upstage Miss
Eisley. "What?"

"I assume the trip was successful?"

"It was."

"Shouldn't you inform Hinckley?"

"I should. But he's up at his ranch. Let him
be anxious for another day. Do him good."

Then home for some rest
before what I assumed would be at the very least an amusing evening
at Anne Eisley's.

Anne Eisley had used
her TV money well. She had purchased a very secluded, if small,
house on Elusive Drive, a private road reached via Lookout Mt. Road
off Laurel Canyon Blvd. It had a commanding view of the hills
surrounding it that stretched onto a vista that took in slices of
the basin. On a clear night the diamonds-on-black velvet feel of
L.A. probably made it worth the price. Anne had sent a key to
Norton and I told her that when she got back with Crane from their
"date," I would be in her bedroom waiting. She was to offer Crane a
drink, get him settled in the living room, and then come into the
bedroom to "Get into something more comfortable." Although I had
requested that she not actually use that cliché. "Don't worry. I
won't," she assured me. I got to her house about an hour before she
and Crane were due.

Being alone in someone else's house can
either be uncomfortable or interesting, depending on your nature.
Those made uncomfortable are usually those who find the intimate
details of another person's life a bad fit. They are the ones who
always find other people's tastes, loves and interests unfathomable
and—in what surely must be a genetic mishap—insulting. Others—and I
count myself among these—can't pass lighted windows on an evening's
stroll without being deeply curious as to what the occupants have
done to make a house a home, and what it might say about them and
their personal march, or stumble, through life. Add to that my
training and I'm sure you won't fault me for my casual walk through
every room in Miss Eisley's house, my poking through, and my
ruminations.

The house was wonderfully female in its look,
colors and smells. Not in that exaggerated or caricatured manner
that some single women adopt, turning their homes into something
close to a Seventeenth Century seraglio, but in a subtle manner of
simple beauties, pleasing shapes and calm colors, all very well
matched, but not regimented. The walls featured very tasteful
posters from the world's leading museums, with a particularly
interesting one in her kitchen from the Detroit Museum of Culture
announcing an exhibit called "The Automobile in Toys." It was
bright and colorful and showed a Barbie doll in her pink Cadillac
convertible smiling her killer smile and waving to all the happy
folks of the 1950s. It had, intended or not, a sharp ironic twist
about it, and I was willing to bet that Miss Eisley placed it on
her wall understanding that twist completely. That was heartening,
for if anybody could claim to have made Barbie's plastic body
flesh, it was Miss Eisley. Barbie was empty-headed, of course,
which is to be expected of a doll, whereas Miss Eisley's head
seemed full of thoughts. Some direct, energetic and commanding,
others crouching in dark recesses. Not in fear. In waiting.

Her bathroom was of interest. Besides its
mundane functions, it was a staging area for her public "self"—the
one she would allow the world to experience. She did not have a
jumble of cosmetics cluttering up the counter, but a neat row of
one brand, the various matching bottle, jars, and tubes laid out, I
would guess, in the order of their use. This was a woman rarely at
a loss.

I settled in her bedroom. It was simple and
functional, with a grouping of easy chair and ottoman, a very good
floor lamp, and a side table with a stack of magazines and books
being more the rationale for the room than the bed itself. Her
reading was eclectic. The Hollywood trades, of course, Time
Magazine, some fashion magazines, respectfully popular fiction, and
Hollywood biographies of strong women who fought the system.
Nothing dumb—nothing excessively intellectual.

I heard a car pull up. By the sound of the
engine it was a Mercedes SL 500. Two door slams, some laughter, the
front door opened.

"Come on in," I heard Miss Eisley say.

"You're sure it's not too late for you now? I
can go home," came Crane's mushy, accent-less voice.

"Fred, you've been chasing my ass long enough
that you shouldn't have to be coaxed."

"That's what I like about you Anne, you're
very up front."

"And do you like what I have up front?"

"Sure. It's not just your ass I've been
chasing."

"Fred, you've been an absolute charmer all
evening."

"I'm glad you've finally noticed."

"I was a fool, I'll admit it."

"I suppose I had to get to a certain level of
power before you could 'see' my charm."

"No, Fred, that was certainly not it. I was—I
was in love with someone else."

"And what happened to him?" Crane said with
no hiding of his cynicism.

"He died."

It was a beautiful line reading. Even without
being able to see, I knew it sliced through Crane's guts. And that
he immediately saw an emotional opening he could crawl into.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/18513
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

tmp_8e89e017daeed10c52e18779479baf93_ACxtkM_html_m1380d107.jpg
bromises but de

THE FIRST FIXXER ADVENTURE

Steven Pm( Z,e.um





tmp_8e89e017daeed10c52e18779479baf93_ACxtkM_html_3900043.jpg
MACABRE INK





cover.jpg
Blosd
Pty

Steven Pw( Z.wm






