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In January of 1967 Alfred Smith, then 29, lived in Los Angeles, California where he tried like hell to break into the motion picture business. He was not welcome. It was then that Smith produced his first real cinematic brainstorm.
After hearing word of the historic Human Be-In, the call to Hippiedom up in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district, Al Smith concluded that he finally had something to exploit. The Hippies were colorful, musical, and they liked to have a lot of sex. The story could come later.
Smith borrowed enough money and 16mm color film stock to begin production. He teamed up with Francois Lumière, a recent acquaintance of his who attended UCLA’s film program and therefore had access to a camera.
Francois, whom Al renamed Frank, was French and twenty, but he spoke fluent English. It was never clear if Lumière was in the country legally or not.
Haight-Ashbury overflowed with flower power that spring. Hundreds of thousands of kids descended onto the marijuana and acid capital of the world. By June the sidewalks and alleys were littered with new arrivals in various modes of transcendence. The Summer of Love had begun.
Al Smith drove up to San Francisco with Lumière and his Bolex camera. They also recruited a second kid to assist. Al held about five hundred dollars, and he had no idea what he was doing.
Fate smiled upon him anyway. Smith caught the wave, the vibe, karma, kismet, whatever they were calling it that year.
On that first morning of the production Smith decided that they would target Hippie Hill and catch the day’s free concert. His skeleton crew lugged a tripod, a light meter, film magazines and the Bolex up Haight Street toward Golden Gate Park. Their spirits energized, their minds were full of wonder.
Lumière asked, “Do you want me to use the tripod? Or just go handheld like a documentary? Cinéma verité?”
Smith said, “I want useable footage. We only got so much film, Frank.”
“Tripod, then.”
“Tripod.”
Al reconnoitered the sidewalk. Many strange ambassadors of the counterculture passed them by along the walkway. Paisley, flowers, bell bottoms, necklaces, hair down to their midsections, Smith tallied his ticket sales before even the first frame captured the sunlight.
“You know what we’re looking for, don’t you? Frank?”
“No.” The Frenchman gawked innocently as they floated through the Hippie crowds.
“Beautiful girls.”
Lumière nodded. “I’m cool with that.”
“And if we’re lucky, we’ll get in on some of that free love. Huh?” Al elbowed Lumière.
His boys laughed, and they snapped to attentiveness. The would-be filmmakers crossed over into Golden Gate Park. Artificial thunder rolled across the hillside, from the faraway bashing of drums amplified over a public address system.
Groups of teenagers strolled randomly done up with painted faces, wigs and pets. Acrobats twirled and flipped. A pair of stilt-walkers glided by in character as clowns. A lone casualty of the day lay under a bush twitching involuntarily, this the result of a nasty concoction known as S.T.P.
A circle of amateur drummers had gathered on a grassy meadow, but not affiliated with the band somewhere up on a stage. Congas and bongos attracted other musicians with tambourines and acoustic guitars. One frenetic boy banged an overturned five-gallon paint bucket. Their drum circle churned frantically, oblivious to the rest of the world. Surrounding these drummers, dozens of dancers flailed about in a stoned haze.
Smith spotted a petite young girl, a brunette about nineteen. She wore a tan suede looking jacket. Her long black hair whipped across her shoulders. She danced with her own style, not quite like the other Hippies. There was something choreographed in her steps and her posture. Her eyes remained wide open, unlike the others, and her feet repeated a pattern as if she’d done this many times before today.
“Come on. Right here!” Al pointed his finger at the drum circle.
Smith’s two-man crew quickly assembled the tripod for the shot. They had no audio devices, and so they would film without sound.
Francois and his borrowed Bolex were ready to fire. “How do you want it, Al?”
“Just make it beautiful. And get that girl.” Smith pointed at the dancing brunette in suede, who then noticed him and his crew.
The girl froze in place, momentarily shaken. She then strode toward them, curious. Her torso was slender and taut, and she had taken a keen interest in their activity.
“Oh shit! She saw me. Cut!” Al turned about to scout in the opposite direction, but also to confuse the girl in the hope that she would leave them alone. His boys tried to appear nonchalant.
“Excuse me?” The girl with the black hair and the tan jacket stepped closer. “Excuse me? Why are you filming us?”
Lumière shrugged, and he indicated for her to talk to Smith.
The girl circled around the camera, and she stopped beside Al. “Hello?”
Smith, frustrated, sprang back. “Can I help you?”
“Can you help me? Why are you filming these people?”
“Why? It’s a free country, right?”
Her dark brown eyes widened. “Are you from the government?”
“Government? No. We’re independent filmmakers.” Smith noticed the intricate painted flowers and the geometric shapes across the girl’s light tan deerskin jacket. She wore moccasins, which were for some reason in style. Al was captivated however by her young, smooth, innocent face.
The girl seemed curious but cautious. She stared into Al’s eyes with determination. “These people are not some kind of fish tank or a zoo for your amusement.”
Smith wondered if he was supposed to feel insulted now. “I don’t see your point.”
She furrowed her eyebrows. “You did not ask them for their permission, if they want to be included in your filming. You certainly did not ask my permission.” She nodded her head for emphasis secure in her assertions.
Smith exhaled, and he wanted to be rid of her, but not really. “Well the truth is,” he said, “I thought you looked very pretty dancing there, and I wanted to capture that. Now, if I had gone over and interrupted the song to ask permission, wouldn’t that have been a bummer?”
“I suppose.” The girl seemed slightly conflicted but undeterred.
“You see?” Al pointed at the camera. “We’re trying to capture the natural scene. If we alert everyone we’re filming first, it won’t be natural. Right?”
“That is true,” she said, “but I still think that there are issues here.” Her tone softened, and she dug for the right combination of words. “The people are tired of tourists coming in and photographing them and pointing at us as if we were on display. One old white woman even called us a ‘freak show.’”
“I see.” Al considered a moment, and it struck him. “Would you like to go get some lunch, and talk about this some more?”
Francois shot a glance up at Smith, perplexed. Lumière returned to his viewfinder, and he panned with a group of teenagers who were smoking cannabis. He swiftly rolled the camera, capturing the smoke as it exhaled and released up into the sky. This shot would help sell the film to the masses.
The black-haired girl considered Smith’s offer. “There is a vegetarian café on Clayton Street which I like.”
“Vegetarian?” Al was clearly not a fan.
“Is that a problem?”
“No.” He shrugged. “Let’s go.”
Lumière faked a cough. “Al? Al? I thought we were filming today?”
“Excuse me. One minute.” Smith pulled Francois aside and out of the girl’s hearing range. “Frank, I’m gonna go get lunch. I want you to keep looking.” Smith whispered covertly, “I want girls with their tops off, or a police riot! That’s it. Sex and violence. Don’t waste the film otherwise.”
Lumière jerked in recognition. “Sex and violence?”
“Money in the bank.” Smith turned to face the brunette, and he grinned. “I’ll catch up later.”
Lumière seemed annoyed until he realized the freedom he had just been granted. He assumed full control of the camera and the production, and then he scoped out the terrain with renewed vigor.
Smith escorted the girl in the deerskin jacket out of Golden Gate Park and up the sidewalk.
She searched for a street sign, and they turned the corner.
“There’s a scientific theory that might interest you,” Al said.
“About what?”
“It’s about observation. Once you observe a phenomenon, it says the observer changes the phenomenon. I read that in a magazine.”
The girl considered for a few steps. “So, even if you hide your camera, it would still affect the people you film?”
“That’s an interesting question. I don’t really know.”
The brunette girl pointed across the avenue at a dingy glass storefront that featured a hand-painted sign above the door. “There it is.”
When the traffic stopped, Al and the girl crossed Clayton, and they entered The Magic Dragon Café.
Smith was suspicious. He doubted the place could pass a health inspection. He was even less impressed with the menu’s offerings of Excitable Eggplant, Shared Chard, Proletarian Peas and Carrots or the Radical Risk-Free Rice. Smith’s mouth curled and sneered. “I guess I’ll try the rice.”
“It’s very tasty.” The girl peeked over curiously from behind her dog-eared menu. When Smith glanced back, she quickly ducked down behind the menu again.
“Okay.”
Sitting across from one another, they peeked at each other’s faces. Smith smiled.
The girl glanced up emotionlessly. “I still think the polite thing to do is ask the people if they want to participate in your art.”
Smith weighed the idea. “But, what if that ruins it? Then there’s no art.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “The people should have a say how their images are used. There are a lot more of them than you.”
“All right.” Al watched as a long-haired twenty-something guy tossed plates onto their table not even slowing his feet as he passed.
“We need napkins,” said Smith, but it was too late.
The girl smiled momentarily. She tore into her stir-fried vegetable dish.
Smith jerked uncomfortably in his chair. “Now wait a minute!” Al’s voice jolted the girl such that she looked up at him. “It’s a commonly held assumption that if you’re in public you can be photographed. The photographer has rights too.”
She waited silently for Al to finish his thought.
Al tried to assess if he was getting through to her. “I mean, there’s a lot of them, but what about the people who see the photography? The audience? There’s a lot of them too. Don’t they have a say?”
The girl shrugged. “I suppose that it is complicated.” She returned to her vegetable plate, and she seemed very hungry.
Al looked for inspiration in the strange murals painted across the wall up above the painted windowpanes. “Well, if we’re all one world, then the viewers need to see all the different kinds of people who are unlike themselves, no? That’s a good thing.”
“To expand their horizons,” she said.
“Exactly.” Al took in a slow, deep breath. “How long have you been a Hippie?”
The black haired girl seemed totally blindsided. “I am not a Hippie.”
“You’re not?”
“I am not hip at all. I do not even know what it means.”
“What are you doing here, then?”
“Exploring.” She wiped the corners of her mouth with a napkin.
“Isn’t that what Hippies do?”
“I cannot speak for others.”
Smith was perplexed. “Well, where are you from?”
“Ontario.”
“You’re Canadian?”
She bobbed and weaved for a second, considering. “In a sense.”
“Is that a metaphysical thing?” Smith felt genuinely confused about this girl.
“My people are the Ojibwe.”
Al snapped back, stunned. “No shit? Like Indians?”
“Yes.”
“Why did you come to California?” Al cocked his head, awaiting a response.
“To see with my own eyes if there is a spiritual awakening and a new age of love beginning in the world, as they say.”
Al smirked. “So you’re here for the love?”
“Yes.”
“Groovy.”
She laughed out loud. “Yes. Love is groovy.”
“I’m not digging this rice, though. Do you want it?”
“Yes, please.”
Al slid his plate across to the girl. “So you’re not a Hippie. You just want the spiritual love awakening?”
She paused with her fork just above the plate. “Are you being negative?”
“Not at all. I love love. Love is great.” Al smiled, and he wondered how the hell the conversation had come around to this point.
The girl checked left and right. She casually reached into her little deerskin purse. Her petite hand pulled out a couple of small pieces of paper a quarter the size of postage stamps. “I was given this.”
Carefully, she placed the miniscule paper tabs on the table between them. Her eyes rose to gauge Al’s response.
Al ogled the odd little papers. “What is it?”
“White lightning. From the Acid King himself, the woman said. The purest of the pure.”
Smith whispered, “LSD?”
“I do not know what to do with it.”
Al leaned forward to inspect the tabs. His curiosity was palpable.
Smith escorted the girl back to his cheap motel room.
As they entered the room together she said, “We will need a whole day for the trip to wear off. Can we stay here that long?”
Smith nodded. “Yeah. It’s my room.”
“Will your friends come back and interrupt our journey?”
“They might. But they can go to hell. I got them a room too.”
“But this one is yours?”
“Oh yeah.”
The girl made her face appear stern. “Do not assume that I will have sex with you.”
“No.” Smith didn’t know how to respond. “Of course not.”
The girl stepped in to accustom herself to the place. She spun back to face Al, and she retrieved the two acid tabs from out of her purse. Carefully she placed one on the tip of her index finger. “Have you prepared yourself for this? Spiritually?”
Smith eyed the little paper tab, which she dangled before his eyes. “I’m always ready.”
The girl thought on it a second, and she weighed the responsibility, the life-altering potential of the substance. “This is very powerful magic. More powerful than you can imagine.”
“Banzai,” said Al. “That’s Japanese for ‘let’s rock and roll.’”
She grinned, and she placed the white tab down onto Smith’s tongue. She located the other tab, and she dropped it into her own mouth. “It should take just a little while to unlock the corridors. What should we do now?” She smiled innocently.
“Oh. I don’t know. Whatever you want to do.”
Two hours later, the two huddled together tightly on the motel’s couch. Al could feel things becoming stranger in each passing minute.
The girl’s hand toyed. Her fingers ran along the textured surfaces, feeling the couch, Al’s shirt, his face.
She said, “It’s all so beautiful.”
“You’re beautiful.”
“You are beautiful too.” She gently touched Al’s cheek with her fingertips, and she said, “The world is made of beauty, the most dazzling colors. What should we do now?” She gulped and swallowed uncomfortably, twisting her mouth about. “In the world?”
Al said, “Maybe take off our clothes to be free? Take a shower to feel the warm water on our skin?”
The girl gazed back directly into Al’s eyes, completely engulfed in the sights and sounds. “That is a wonderful idea.”
“You think so?” Al watched her skin shimmer and glean. Her eyes sparkled with iridescence.
“I do.” She closed her mouth, and she twisted it about nervously. “But I should definitely know the name of the person I am going to do that with. Don’t you think?” She bit down on her lip to feign modesty.
“Al Smith. My name’s Alfred Smith.”
“I am Lisa Namid.”
Lisa slid off of the couch, and she uncoiled upward on her legs. “It means Star Dancer.” Lisa straightened up tall, feeling the air with her hands and fingertips. “My dodem is Baswenaazhi, the Crane, the maker of echoes!”
Lisa Namid spun slowly around in place, and she let her head sway loosely. Her fluid figure pirouetted above Al as he followed her with his eyes.
Al sprang to his feet, his eyes wide and bedazzled. “Far out.”
Al Smith’s perceptions changed that day, particularly his understanding of love and its importance in his life.
Lisa Namid and Al Smith made it through to the next morning alone together in Al’s motel room behind a locked door. Each felt by then that they knew the other better than they knew anyone else in their lives.
Al lay on the bed, and he watched Lisa’s nakedness as she danced with the fireflies in her mind. She grooved, spot-lit on a soundstage which rotated slowly like a gigantic spinning record player. Light beams ricocheted off of her hair, and flash bulbs popped in Lisa’s eye sockets.
“Waawaatesi, waawaatesi,” Lisa sang softly her nursery rhyme. Her glowing hands caressed the air gingerly as she pushed them through the pinpoints of light. Lisa turned, and she glimpsed Al smiling back at her from the bed.
Lisa trotted over, toned and proud, and she said, “We share a bond now, Alfred Smith.”
Al nodded. They shared this connection. Al parted his arms hoping that she would move in toward him again.
Lisa dove in, and they rolled to a stop. Her body felt warm to Al, like a holiday, immersive like a dip in a tropical ocean.
Al’s vision cleared up finally, although strange rhythmic music chattered on somewhere inside of his mind. Al felt a sense of loss. So he squeezed at Lisa Namid’s tight body as she lay between his arms. He thought that they might separate, that they would split up never to see one another again after this day.
Al dreaded the thought that he would lose his new best friend and lover. Terrified that his awakening of emotion was all for naught, Al said. “Lisa?”
“Yes?” Her voice shot back crisp and vibrant.
“How are you doing now?”
“I fly with the fireflies. And you?”
Al softened his defenses for the first time in many years. Grasping Lisa firmly and fully, Al said, “I want to see you again.”
Lisa squirmed from Al’s grip, and she twisted about in order to face him. Presenting herself as a matter of fact, she said, “I am not invisible!”
Al didn’t understand, but then he smiled. “I mean I want to marry you.”
Lisa’s dark chestnut eyes glowed with knowing satisfaction. “Marry?”
Al concluded that he was all in and past any point of no return. ”Yes.”
After a pause Lisa said, “I will consider your proposal.”
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One decade into the new millennium executive producer and C.E.O. Alfred Smith lived in utter dread of the final judgment of the universe.
Seventy-three years old now, Al spent his long days on his treadmill machine. There he trudged like Sisyphus as he stared into his large plasma wall monitor.
“Big Al,” as he’d been ordained in the entertainment press, kept to his office sanctuary on the top floor of the Smith Tower building, the office complex in Studio City that Al’s entertainment empire had built.
On Al’s ear a wireless transmitter kept him in constant touch with his company, primarily through Anna Holt, Al’s personal assistant. Anna’s desk was parked just outside the sanctuary on the main office floor. Out there a bustle of activity, but inside the sanctuary it was quiet, subdued, a different world altogether.
Adjacent Al’s plasma monitor screen hung photographs from his life, his wife Lisa Namid and his daughter Victoria Migisi-Smith. Rimming the remainder of his massive marble and glass suite Al’s movie posters presented themselves. In polished silver frames the colorful poster sheets advertised Al’s numerous movies.
Al’s wall collection stretched back to his very first production in 1967, The Movement. This Hippie exploitation romp hit the market just before a flood of similar films. Al’s timing helped the movie capitalize on its narrow release window and catapult Al Smith’s name up into the limelight. The Movement established Alfred Smith as a savvy risk-taker in touch with the youth market of the day.
Later posters included Fight ‘Em Over There, a blood and guts combat picture, among others. Al’s Driven to Reckless poster revealed a man tied to a chair as a dark silhouetted torturer figure crept up behind him holding a razor. Shock Troops, one through four, featured battlefield scenes and tattered American flags, grimy soldiers who smoked cigarettes and dodged explosions.
“I want something they’ll remember for generations,” said Smith at his last month’s strategy meeting. All the Smith Company department heads attended. They sat quietly as the old man rose up, and he steadily drove himself into a rage.
“Where are those pictures? Why am I not seeing those projects? Something newer, bigger, better?”
None of the well-dressed young turks volunteered a response.
Al pounded a fist on the conference table. “I’m not seeing it, and I’m very disappointed.”
Al scolded his head of Acquisitions, Jim Wyman, in front of the group. Al’s furor was clearly related to failures in Wyman’s department, although Al didn’t name any names.
Everyone just knew. The young executives gazed back at Al with trepidation in their faces.
Al had never stood up and preached a sermon or turned scarlet with dissatisfaction before. “I want to be remembered. I want The Smith Company to be remembered.”
Al shook visibly, from a self-inflicted jolt of adrenalin. His teeth ground, and he scanned their dumbfounded visages. He was ready to fire the first one who opened a mouth. This was too important, and Al was beyond interruption.
“Where is that one in a million piece of entertainment? I’m not seeing it gentlemen, and ladies.” He spit droplets onto the conference table as he shouted. “Where is that movie they will never forget for the rest of their lives? Is that too much to ask? Bring it to me!” Short of breath Al crumpled back down into his chair.
Al’s weathered face flustered, and they rushed over to give aid.
Al gasped in a harsh staccato, and he made himself angrier for effect. Flailing his arms wildly at them Smith pushed them all back. “I don’t want any more disposable, canned heroes. Carbon-copy villains. The next motherfucker who brings me that is fired. Don’t waste my time. I don’t have it.”
Since that meeting Smith had holed up in his office sanctuary on the top floor of Smith Tower, where no one dared disturb him except for Anna.
Each day Al remained on his treadmill. The syncopated rhythmic steps kept him focused and filled with meaning and purpose. The massive plasma screen before him sucked in Al’s mind into a kind of tunnel vision. Film dailies played in one corner, a spreadsheet in the bottom left, his Internet browser searched through tax shelters and legal advice forums. An ongoing project of Al’s was how best to leave his daughter Victoria control of his movie studio.
Lost in his electronic hypnosis Al spent his final days tormented. He despised his advanced aging, his decrepit form and particularly the fields of wrinkles that now deformed his once enviable face. Smith was ashamed of his bloodshot eyeballs which stared sadly back from a little round magnifying mirror mounted at the front of his treadmill.
Time itself was Al’s unstoppable villain, his ultimate bad guy against whom no hero could ever prevail. Al became more desperate to push time away and out of his mind.
Smith loved his office sanctuary, designed by some of the top people in the field. He often fell asleep on one of his leather couches peering out over Studio City. There was no longer a compelling reason for him to return home since the tragic loss of his beloved wife Lisa Namid-Smith. He awakened early each day to shower and change so that none would suspect he was living in his office.
Anna Holt, just on the other side of the hardwood door, kept in communication with Al’s wireless earpiece. “Al?” She said, and the little speaker on Al’s ear crackled to life.
“Yes, Anna?”
“I don’t know how to say this, but apparently Jim Wyman has had a better offer.”
“Oh?”
“I’ve got his resignation.”
Al smiled. “That’s fine. Give Daisy the job.”
Daisy Eckhart was Al’s story editor, and competent enough in his mind. Whereas Wyman had come to the field through business school, Daisy Eckhart had an MFA in literature.
“Will do,” said Anna.
“Eh. Good riddance.”
Al was unwaveringly proud of all of his movies. With near religious fervor he referred back to his filmography. Often, the story notes that Al dispensed harkened back to scenes from his existing films, with some new twist or tweak thrown in. Each of Al’s nearly two hundred productions was represented somewhere in the office sanctuary, whether it made money or not. Arranged along the dark swirling Italian marble walls Al’s posters told the real story of one man’s passionate and highly profitable pursuit of “entertainment product.” This phrase was dear to Al Smith’s heart.
As each day came and went, Smith walked several steps fewer than the previous. Today was particularly exhausting for him. Today was a hell of an exertion for Al to simply remain standing on the machine. Al panted. He attempted to keep his legs in motion, but they hardly responded at all. The limbs turned to butter.
“Shockley’s complaining about the cut,” Anna broadcast over the transmitter. Her inflection indicated that some particularly troublesome comments had passed from director Fred Shockley’s lips.
It was Anna who decided if they could speak to Al, or if they should fuck off. Anna made half of Al’s decisions for him without him ever needing to consider the matters. Anna was sharp and decisive. Even the biggest names feared offending her. One faux pas could end a career that day. Many had stumbled and fallen at Anna Holt’s desk.
“Which one, darling? Refresh me,” said Al.
“The head exploding.”
Al remembered it. He lumbered on, but he lowered the speed of the walking machine so that it barely moved at all. It took Al a few moments to fully recall the scene in question.
“The cut stays,” said Al. He felt dizzy and disoriented. “If it was the bad guy, you could blow his head up, but this is just some innocent kid the bad guy randomly shoots to make his point. It’s bad taste.”
“I’ll tell him.” Anna clicked off.
Al grasped the side rails of the treadmill to steady himself. He felt a barreling rush through his circulatory system. “Is that it?”
Anna’s connection remained silent, no response at all. Al gazed up toward his computer screen, which streaked and blurred. He shook his head back and forth, and he tried to catch his breath. “Anna? Anything else?”
No reply.
Well behind and off to the side of Al’s office-gym, a large mahogany door creaked open of its own volition.
A young, attractive salesman stepped inside Smith’s sanctuary, unseen by the old man. This intruder wore a suit, and he carried a briefcase. He appeared much like anyone else who entered Al’s office, except that he was uninvited.
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“Anna,” said Al into his wireless earpiece transmitter.
“Mister Smith,” said the young man holding the briefcase behind Al.
“Who let you in here?” Al turned suddenly, afraid for his life.
“Your lovely assistant, Al. Do you mind if I call you Al?”
“Anna? Anna?” Al tapped the earpiece transmitter several times. “Anna?”
“I only need a minute of your time, sir.” The salesman smiled patiently.
“Oh, fabulous.” Al pressed the keypad and he stopped his treadmill. He turned back to face the salesman. “What are you selling, sir?”
The man’s eyes gleamed from an overabundance of ambition. “It’s more about what I’m giving.” The man struck an open pose to imply that he was being sincere.
“Call it what you like, but make it fast.” Smith gulped down his vitamin water, and he toweled off.
Al’s head felt light and airy. His balance was rubbery. The salesman’s intrusion unnerved him. Al’s attire was inappropriate for business, and frankly he smelled a little. All these factors combined to push Al toward the brink of open hostility.
The slick intruder seemed shady, too forward, and much too sure of himself. Perhaps it was time to push the red panic button for the very first time.
“Well Al, I’m Lou, and I’ve got what you want most.”
Al focused across the room on the salesman. “Which is?”
“Youth.” Lou raised up a little bottle of clear liquid, a bottle that featured technical-looking writing across its label. His other hand fondled a tri-fold color brochure, and he smiled again.
“What are you trying to say? Youth? What does that mean?” Al took his panic-button enabled remote controller, and he stared down at the various functions.
“Medical nanotechnology, Al, guaranteed to reverse the effects of aging. No bull. Guaranteed results.”
Smith digested the man’s pitch. He laughed a little at first, and then more incredulously as he pondered what the stranger had said. “A Fountain of Youth? In a bottle.”
“Exactly.” Lou placed the tiny vial down on Al’s massive desk, which was also a dark African mahogany. Lou unfolded his sales brochure, and he waited patiently for the old man to respond.
Al shook his head. “That’s not possible.”
“Isn’t it?” The salesman’s face seemed amused yet cryptic.
“I’ve researched this,” said Al, “on the Internet for years. There’s nothing like that.” Smith subconsciously stepped closer to the vial, still indignant. He wanted to get a look at the words on the bottle and on the brochure.
Lou sneered gently. “Well, Al, are you a scientist? Obviously it’s brand new technology. I don’t get off on wasting people’s time. If you want me to go, just say the word.”
Al pranced closer to the salesman, to the bottle and to the brochure. He straightened his spine, and he circled to the other side of his desk.
“You got five minutes, kid.” Smith flopped down in his big vibrating leather chair across from Lou.
Lou spun, and he gazed back into Al’s eyes momentarily. Although he was moderately handsome, the salesman had a quirky off-center smile. His eyes were misaligned, an odd face, yet almost familiar, like someone Al had seen in a dream.
“In a nutshell,” said Lou, “it’s about delivering the healing power of stem cells to the nuclei of each and every cell.”
As Lou explained the nuances of stem cells and the nano-machines that supposedly carted them around, Al drifted off in his mind to visions of regaining his potency. Al’s little buddy hadn’t responded for a couple of years. His wife Lisa had passed on, and so had Al’s libido. Smith wondered if this elixir could restore his manhood. Al wondered if he could become attractive to the girls once more. He imagined his skin shedding those wrinkles, imagined maybe passing for sixty. Perhaps, just perhaps, he could appear fifty-nine once again, instead of this seventy-three going on seventy-four shit.
Lou the salesman asked, “Do you know anything about nanotech?”
“A little bit,” Al said. “It’s very small.”
“Very small indeed. Micro-machines, Al. My product is a deep penetrator. It courses through your entire body, bringing the healing power into every tiniest fiber of your being. Some say it goes right down into your soul.” He paused to gauge the old man’s reaction.
Smith’s smile quickly drained away, and he snapped himself back to reality. “How much is it?”
Lou shrugged coyly. “How much?”
“Yes. I’d like to sample.”
“Ah.” Lou turned away for a second. “There are no samples. It’s either in or out. Yes or no. Green light, or get the fuck out. Capiche?” Lou snickered knowingly to himself.
Smith postured. He folded his arms, and he leaned back in his chair. “You’re pretty confident in your stuff, huh?”
“It’s the only game in town, Al. You don’t mind if I call you Al?”
“It’s fine. So, …how much?”
“Oh, Al. You can’t cheapen what I’m offering you with talk of money. Dirty, filthy money.”
“You can’t?”
“No. Of course not. I want money, I go to a bank. I come to you, Big Al Smith, the king of Hollywood, and of course?”
“You want to make a movie.”
“Of course I want to make a movie, Al! It’s the American dream!”
Smith released a long sigh. He was on the hook, and he couldn’t wriggle off no matter how hard he racked his mind. Half a century of squashing the little guys on the other side of the desk, but today Al Smith came up impotent. He had no choice but to give this stranger whatever the hell he wanted. Checkmate.
“You’re a medical salesman, Lou. What do you know about making movies?”
The young man shrugged. “Oh. You’d be surprised how multi-faceted I am, Al. Don’t you worry about my movie. It’s gonna be huge. A blockbuster.”
Al accepted the possibility, since he had no choice. “So what’s your movie about?”
“Oh, it’s glorious. I don’t have a script yet.”
“Of course not.”
Lou drummed on Smith’s desk, which irritated the old man. “Have you seen the video on our website, the animal tests? Go ahead, call it up. Here.” Lou reached across Smith’s desk, and he handed Al a business card with the URL.
Smith typed it in. “All right.” Al checked the name on the card, which was Louis Seaford, Sales Manager of the company.
A video clip played immediately. Some old mangy mutt, half Labrador, half Shepherd, lay on the bare dirt. An apparently very naughty nurse, her white skirt not even covering her lace panties, injected the dog with a syringe.
After a few seconds, the mutt became active. It jumped up and shook its head wildly. Its fur transformed and shone. The dog barked like a puppy, and it jumped about excitedly. After a few more moments, the dog looked much like a puppy. It licked the brunette nurse on her face in a lapping frenzy.
The nurse actress scratched and rubbed playfully at the dog’s belly. It all seemed in fun, but her face suggested something erotic, even nasty.
Al exploded, “That’s impossible! You’re using visual effects!”
“Oh, no, no, no, no. That’s your area Al. Not mine. Besides it’s guaranteed. Guaranteed results, or no deal.”
“Guaranteed results? In writing?”
Lou seemed insulted. “Everything we do is in writing. You don’t think I’d try to trick you, Al? An old pro like you? How could I get away with something like that? Impossible.”
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It was the sort of pricey Beverly Hills fad restaurant whose name can’t be mentioned without permission. Their group was cordoned off in a private section where Smith and his team of lawyers confronted Lou and his naughty nurse assistant. Appetizers and drinks poured steadily in.
The nurse wore business chic and glasses, which accentuated her particularly dark eyes and long brown hair. She didn’t say much, but then again she didn’t have to. Physically, she was tall and slender, her legs tight and long, which Al did not fail to notice.
When the main course arrived, Lou blurted out, “This is all deductible, right?”
Smith’s team of legal eagles nodded in the affirmative. They created copious notes on their laptop computers throughout the meal. Contracts formed as Al and Lou spoke to one another, almost on a word for word basis.
“Just so you understand,” said Smith, “this deal is with the studio and not with me personally, and the studio has certain requirements about how they invest their money.”
Lou dropped his gaze hard. His head shook. He was clearly disappointed in Al’s opening salvo. “I don’t like conditions when it comes to my movie, Al.”
Smith rolled his eyes. “Let’s just get through the boilerplate.”
“Shoot, big guy.” Lou appeared cheerful, and he drummed out a quick riff whenever he felt the urge.
Al spoke methodically and by the numbers. “The film cannot go beyond an ‘R’ rating. Nothing pornographic. No male genitalia. No mutilation on screen.”
“No mutilation?” The salesman seemed bewildered. “You’re kidding me? What about your last slasher film, Al? Bled all over the place. Twelve thousand gallons of fake blood, didn’t I read online?”
Smith accepted that this was going to be a frustrating battle of wills. “If you can convince the ratings board that it’s necessary then more power to you. We just care about the rating. Big money at stake.”
“Fair enough.” Lou smiled, and he drummed on to intentionally annoy the old man.
The nurse/assistant caught Al’s attention as she sucked a glob of ranch dressing from her stalk of celery.
Smith lost his train of thought. Undiplomatically, he turned toward Lou’s nurse like an old dog in heat.
Even Smith’s lawyers noticed.
Lou grew impatient. “And!”
Al jerked back, and he looked down at his notes. “And, you must remain within budget. Which is an unbelievably generous twenty five mil—“
“One hundred and fifty,” Lou cut off Smith in mid-sentence.
Al shrugged, in total disbelief. “Are you out of your mind? Forty mil.”
“One hundred and forty.” Lou stared back arrogantly.
“I can go sixty. And not a penny over.”
“One thirty.”
Smith sipped at his sparkling water. “I don’t think this is going to work out, kid.” Al spied over at his lawyers busily typing away on their laptops.
All the men turned their faces down to the work, pointedly avoiding any interactions.
Smith was quite alone in this negotiation. He inhaled with purpose. “Seventy five.”
“One hundred twenty.”
Smith studied the restaurant’s plaster ceiling. “I guess I see where this is going.”
Lou’s eyes pierced back like daggers. “Then, say it.”
Smith had to take a few extra seconds, in order to convince himself. So many pictures had cost Al dearly. Some cost him prestige. Others nearly bankrupted his empire. This project had the potential to do serious damage on both fronts.
Al wasn’t even certain if he believed in the miracle treatment at all. The only factor remaining in its favor was the legal protection. Surely this upstart couldn’t bowl over Smith’s entire legal staff and their decades of collective experience. Surely his company’s boilerplate, which was perfected over a lifetime’s trench warfare, was impregnable.
Smith said, “You get a hundred million of the studio’s money to play with. Don’t come looking for more.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it, Al. You’re a stand-up guy.” Lou opened a slender padded case, and he stroked his finger along an antique pen.
Smith snatched his napkin, and he blotted some moisture from his forehead.
The lawyers continued to tap. The nurse/actress tilted her face over at Al’s direction, and she smiled with a sizzling and sultry look, the kind of look Smith hadn’t received in quite a few decades.
Smith’s gaze returned to his checklist. “The studio retains final cut on the picture.”
Lou stood up in horror. “Are you senile? Old man? I’m sorry for wasting your time. Come on Katya.”
The nurse/actress, Katya, pouted in Al’s direction, and she jumped up after Lou.
Smith quaked in confusion. “What? What are you doing? I just offered you a hundred million dollar deal. Nobody walks away from that. Nobody!”
“Nobody but me, Al. I’ve got other clients to see. Some right here in town.” Lou pulled the nurse/assistant Katya along after him around a column and toward the restaurant’s exit.
“Fuck!” Al watched them both step out and to the door. “Wait! Wait! We can talk!”
Lou considered pushing the door open, his palm gently pressed against the glass pane. He turned halfway back, and he caught Katya’s glance. They both smiled.
A few extra seconds punishment, dramatic posing, and then Lou sauntered back toward their table.
“Don’t yank my chain, big guy. This is my movie, one hundred percent. There is no compromise on that.”
Al growled, nearing a primordial animal state. “But I don’t even know what the hell your movie’s about, Lou. That’s not the way I do business. That’s not the way the studio does business.”
“Oh no?” The younger man considered a moment. “You offered three picture deals, five picture deals to all sorts of folks, I believe I read in the trades. You didn’t know what they were doing either, but you signed.”
Al slapped his napkin down. “I never signed away control. Never.” Smith tried to regain his command. His hand motioned for Lou to sit back down.
Lou jerked. “So, wait a minute. You had control of all those movies?”
Al’s teeth ground against one another. “Of course I did. I wouldn’t be here today if every film school imbecile and art faggot of the month could do whatever the fuck they wanted with our money.”
“So? They did what you wanted?”
“In a sense.”
Seaford threw his head back for effect. “Al? You’re the maestro. You’re responsible for all those great, wonderful movies. Aren’t ya?”
“Of course I am.”
Katya the nurse actress leaned in, her finger dipped in chocolate sauce, which she ever so gently licked. Katya whispered just to Al, “That’s very sexy.”
“Okay miss,” said Smith. “Could, could you please let us conduct our business?”
“Oh?” Katya pouted once again. “You don’t like me? Big Alfred?”
“I like you well enough darling. But we’re negotiating important matters right now.”
Lou elbowed Al’s arm gently. “She’s got a weird thing for older guys, you should be aware.”
“Stop fucking with me.” Al steadied and centered himself. “Are we going to do this or not?”
Lou giggled. “That’s why I’m here, baby.”
“This picture have a working title?”
“Terra.”
“Terror?” Smith contemplated the word, and he flipped back through his mental files.
Lou said, “Yes and no. It’s Terra and Terror, like a merging of the two big concepts.”
“Terra,” said Al. “The world? The earth?”
“Exactly. Terra under terror.”
Al slid down in his chair, and he adjusted the napkin on his lap. “It sounds a bit high-brow. The general public might not get it.”
“Oh, they’ll get it.” Lou snickered. “I’m not going for subtlety, Al.”
Al turned reluctantly toward his lawmen. “Print it.”
A minute later the restaurant manager carried the printed pages over to their long table on a tray, in triplicate. A waiter distributed glasses of brandy. The two principals checked through the documentation.
Big Al snatched his pen, and he quickly scribbled at the contract, but nothing came out.
Lou snapped to assistance. “Here, maestro. Try mine.”
As Smith signed the page, the lights seemed to dim around the restaurant. “It’s red,” said Al. He felt a discomforting drop in his own blood pressure. “Blood red.”
“Yeah.” Lou guzzled down his shot of brandy. “Makes an impression.”
“Yeah, it does.”
Lou signed the contract next. Then the lawyers gave it their blessings.
Smith offered his hand to Lou.
Seaford snatched it with a happy vibrant handshake. “We’re going to change the world, big guy.”
“Calm down. It’s just a movie, Lou.” Smith leaned in, and he whispered, “When can I begin the treatment?”
“Tomorrow, buddy. I cleared the schedule up just for you.”
Katya also offered her hand. “It’s nice to have met you, Big Alfred.”
Smith took the girl’s slender hand, and his eyes crawled up her torso to meet up with hers. With a hint of shame Al said, “I’m sorry about getting terse back there.”
Katya stared blankly. “Is okay. Maybe next time I get terse.” She stroked Al’s wrinkled wrist with the tip of her index finger as she broke contact with him.
Lou and Katya exited the restaurant together in high spirits. Katya squealed with delight as Lou tickled her midriff. Then they were gone.
Smith staggered. His hand grabbed for the back of a chair. Regaining his balance, his chest felt tight and uncooperative.
“Breathe.” Al gasped out, and he forced in several deep gushes of air.
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That same night Al Smith experienced strange fitful dream worlds. Worse than usual, an oddness in the universe excited him, but yet it froze him with paralysis.
Katya the psychotic nurse pushed Smith’s face underwater, under an icy river. For good measure she sliced and diced at his eyes with a blood-dripping scalpel. The water and everything Al could see turned crimson. Katya assaulted him with such a lustful, celebratory demeanor, orgasmic and sinister.
While this murder scene transpired, Lou Seaford stood close by, and he directed the action, filming the scenario while smoking a cigar. An entire movie crew shot the sequence professionally. Bright twenty thousand watt HMI lights lit up the riverbank. The glare blinded Al as he struggled helplessly to keep his face above the dirty blood tinged muck.
Katya nodded, and she pushed Al’s face beneath the water for another take. It didn’t seem quite right to Lou, as director, and so they repeated the motions with various minor adjustments and more frenzied slashes.
Smith grabbed at his heart. His hands felt frigid as did his feet. He awoke in bed. Al’s head managed to turn toward his adjacent platter or medications and bottled vitamin waters. His throat wheezed out its first few breaths of the morning.
His pills fell randomly onto the bed and floor. Al couldn’t ingest them fast enough. His head plastered down against the mattress, he was too weak to move. Al couldn’t raise himself, and so he lay, and he stared up at his bedroom ceiling.
His telephone came alive with a classically-inspired orchestra piece, which was actually the theme song from Driven to Reckless. Al reached for it, and he managed to pull the little electronic device over to his ear.
“Daddy? You there?” The voice was Al’s daughter Victoria Migisi-Smith. “Hello?”
“Vee, I’m not doing too good.”
“I’ll be right over.” Victoria lived several miles from Smith at her own house in Bel Air. She had recently turned forty years old. A semi-independent film director, Victoria Smith was accomplished in her own right. She had produced independently funded projects for twenty years now. Preferring the freedom that accompanied smaller films, while utilizing Al’s post-production studios at a discounted rate, Victoria had cultivated her own niche and audience.
Victoria rushed into Al’s dark bedroom, and she stopped cold. She took in a stark look at Al’s color drained face and hollowed out eyes.
Smith was in a sad, run down condition, weaker than at any point of his entire adult life.
Victoria lifted Al’s head, and she slid a pillow under his shoulders. “You cannot go in today.”
“I’m not. I’m not. I’ve got a treatment scheduled.”
“Oh, thank God,” she said. “Where? What kind?”
“Something new.” Al’s head bobbed about weakly.
Victoria hugged him softly. “Okay. I love you dad.”
“Oh, I love you too, angel.” Smith’s voice scratched and huffed.
His daughter’s light embrace felt hard, and aches throbbed around his torso and across his back. He endured.
The doorbell rang out. They both turned their heads to face the doorway. Victoria rushed up and out in order to allow the medical team inside.
Orderlies arrived with a wheelchair. A waiting ambulance sat in the driveway ready to transport Smith to their facility. The two paramedics carefully lifted Smith out of the bed, and they carted him away.
Victoria took note of the time on her watch. “Are you going to be okay, Dad? I have a shoot.” She escorted Al outside and up to the rear of the ambulance.
Smith forced a smile. “It’s fine, Vee. I’m in good hands.”
“Are you positive? I could reschedule.”
“No!” Al jerked adamantly. “Don’t do that. I’m gonna be fine.”
“I’ll come by tonight.”
The two muscular men tossed Al’s wheelchair up into the rear of their ambulance, and they secured it to the floor.
“You have a great day, angel. Don’t worry about me. Make your movie.”
Victoria turned away guilt stricken. She stepped back over to her own car. There she watched the ambulance light up its flashers and speed off down the driveway and around the bend.
Seaford’s treatment facility was situated in downtown Los Angeles in the basement of a high-rise building. Another muscular medical assistant in a white shirt pushed Al’s wheelchair forward and down a linoleum tile checkerboard hallway. The orderly’s prison tattoos peeked out from under his short sleeves. He didn’t seem to care what the job was. It was like delivering any other sack of potatoes.
Smith’s chair ride felt frightening and desperate, a last chance perhaps. Dingy green tube lights whizzed past his face. Smith’s body felt exhausted and defeated. His head sagged to the side and then to the front. His world rocked uncontrollably, and he became increasingly afraid for his future.
Images buried sixty-five years in the past flashed through Al’s brain. Memories resurfaced from some lower holding pattern in his consciousness.
Smith had spent half his childhood hustling on the streets, mostly begging but also borrowing and stealing in the Cabrini slum of Chicago’s North Side. The “good war” had taken his father permanently, a man Al did not remember at all. Smith’s financial position was always dire, and his mother worked long hours at the brewery for little in the way of wages. Smith’s siblings were left to scavenge the neighborhood, and they learned from one another’s exploits.
Al remembered lifting a wallet from a stodgy, distracted businessman’s pocket at the train station. This was just as the morning express pulled in, loud and chaotic. The noise rattled and thundered and prompted the commuters to all rush forward toward the train simultaneously, like a blast of hot air from a wood stove.
Smith remembered seeing the businessman’s surprised expression at catching him red handed picking his pocket.
Al remembered the chase through the strange crowd, being run down by the angry executive, being beaten with heavy fists about the face. Finally Al remembered a soiled, bloodied street urchin, arm yanked nearly out of its socket, deposited in front of a cop.
Al Smith, eight years old, vowed never to be caught again. From that day on Al smartened up. He decided he was going to be the boss no matter what it took. Like Al Capone, Al Smith was going to make his mark, and to hell with anyone who stood in his way.
Louis Seaford directed the medicine show. The orderly launched Al’s wheelchair toward the center of a treatment theater. There Lou Seaford tinkered with various instruments. Seaford stepped out of the room.
Al sat alone, drifting in and out of the moment. The sterile off-white and silver décor seemed appropriate. The place looked like Al expected a clinic to appear.
Smith’s vision faded and warped involuntarily. The sounds of strange scratches and rumbling echoes emerged from somewhere beyond the room’s walls. Creepy disturbances, the kinds of sounds that modern skyscrapers just didn’t emit, scratched and scraped the air. Gurgling and rumbles permeated, somewhat masked by the whirrs of cooling fans and air ducts. Smith’s ears tingled, and he strained to look to the left and to the right.
Al considered that his many medications had all mixed together unfavorably. These confusing sounds reminded Al of a mushroom experience back in the 1960s. The air felt active and tragic like an earthquake had erupted just down the hallway and with all the associated terror and death.
Smith’s very life, what was left of it, passed completely into Lou Seaford’s hands, and hopefully into the care of modern science.
“Big guy! Al, baby, stay with me!” Lou snapped his fingers, inches from Al’s nose. Lou lifted Al’s head up off of his chest.
The wheeled cart held all sorts of vials and syringes. Silver reflections singed Al’s retinas. Al faded, flared and blurred.
“I just need an answer. How old do you want to be? Hello?” Lou presented the elixirs with a magician’s swish of his hand.
Behind Lou, Katya the naughty nurse smiled playfully. She raised up a scalpel, much as she had done in Al’s previous night’s dream episode. Katya taunted Al from across the treatment room over Lou’s shoulder. There she giddily slashed at the air.
Al’s heart skipped, the beats now erratic. Somewhere a machine beeped along with the skips. Al felt something like cardiac arrest. Fear gripped his senses, and he could barely think at all. Shock set in.
Seaford squeezed Al’s face. He wrenched the old man’s head around. “How old, Al? Come on you old fuck. Don’t die on me yet!”
Smith hadn’t actually thought much about it. He didn’t know which age he’d rather be, or if any one was better than any other. Memories danced in and out of view, none more preferable than the rest.
Al recalled a wild young blonde, way back in ancient times in Chicago. Back before he’d met Lisa, back when he was still hustling on the streets, Al fell hard for a stocky, twisted waitress.
The dyed-hair blonde was a minefield of reckless and impulsive urges. The two drank themselves into stupors together, vomiting up at lover’s lane. The blonde’s inebriation permitted her to grant her body over to Al’s explorations. Mindless relentless animal instinct formed the extent of their relationship. It was sure memorable now.
Drifting in and out of the treatment room, Smith dove back into his past. This wasn’t about that wild long lost blonde, whatever her name. That girl was probably dead and certainly old and undesirable by now.
Smith had to decide when he preferred to be. It was such a strange concept. No one ever got asked.
Al accumulated his first million dollars at age thirty. That was a hell of an age to be, thought he. A young man with a million dollars is much happier than a young man without a million dollars.
It was 1968, the height of America’s cultural upheavals. The youth had gone mad, high on drugs, high on love, high on protest, high on each other. Smith had turned his camera toward them, and it paid off in unimaginable ways.
The little youth rebellion in Smith’s movie product was nothing like what actually went down on the streets of San Francisco, but it seemed similar enough to sell tickets. Smith sold a mint’s worth. That feature film put Smith’s name clearly on the map, particularly where it mattered most, in the financial pages. The year 1968 set up Al Smith for a lifetime’s success in Tinseltown.
Lou’s voice boomed. “How old?”
“Thirty!” It was Al’s last gasp and all he could muster. Things went dark in a big way.
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A burning sensation, quite unpleasant, stinging, horrible, but Alfred Smith came out of it. He returned to the world. He opened his eyes once again.
How he had arrived in this limousine he couldn’t remember.
Katya Stone sat across from him, still dressed as a nurse. She clicked on a little pen light, and she shone it into Al’s eyes, as nurses were supposed to do apparently.
“Success, as usual,” said Lou Seaford seated beside Al to his right. “Champagne?”
Smith felt pretty rejuvenated. The grogginess was wearing off. He shook his head back and forth to loosen up the effects of the drugs.
“Where are we?” Al wondered who the hell was saying this. His voice sounded like someone else’s. Smith was hearing things. He just heard a voice forty-three years gone.
Al caught sight of his hands. The hands were clearly someone else’s hands. This all likely was some virtual-reality type scam. Smith thought he might be seeing the world through some newfangled 3-D vision system – now that he could believe.
“Hey! What the hell is going on?” Again, the voice was disembodied and foreign. Al genuinely felt confused. He didn’t believe it, not in the slightest.
“We’re busting open the champagne, bud.” Lou popped it. The fizzing bubbly spilled out onto the seat and floor. Katya snatched her share of champagne, and she downed it immediately.
“Gimme a mirror!” Smith fidgeted side to side, searching frantically for clues.
“They all want a mirror.” Lou sat back unconcerned. “Why don’t you take a minute and savor the champagne, Big Al? Or should I call you Little Al now?”
“I don’t want champagne. Stop the car!”
“What? Here?”
“Stop the car, right here!” Al jumped out of the limousine and into the sun’s glare. Bending low, he saw a distorted reflection in the car’s dark window. The shiny black auto paint reflected his image back as well. This couldn’t be right. It couldn’t be true.
Smith turned back behind him, and he saw a mirrored wall on the entrance to a club. This strip club was adorned with nasty mirror profiles of limber young women in silhouette form along the exterior. The place was called Las Diablesas, and it seemed like so many of the other establishments in that part of downtown Los Angeles.
Al ran over to the mirror silhouettes, his eyes steeped with curiosity. There he seemed to be. He touched his own face. Al now appeared thirty, or seventy-three going on thirty. It was a severe shock to his psyche. Perhaps he was now some kind of pioneer, like an astronaut launched into new, uncharted regions of human development – a youth-traveler.
“Alfred.” An ethereal feminine voice called from the shadows inside the doors of the club. “Alfred.”
Smith pivoted with astonishment. “How do they know my name?”
Lou and Katya marched over to handle the client. Seaford swung the champagne bottle at his side.
“You like the work?” Lou inspected Smith’s form. “I guess you were salvageable after all.”
“That stuff is too good to be true,” said Al.
Katya stormed forward. “I think you look hot!” She clamped onto Smith’s wrist, and she yanked him to the club’s entrance.
Al’s feet seemed to float above the ground, gravity somehow diminished. Katya pulled Smith along like a kite.
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