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Jesse Baxter wasn’t prepared for the news that he had inherited his grandfather’s entire fortune and the many properties that went with it. He had barely known the legendary Hollywood mogul because of a rift between his parents and grandfather. The last time he had seen the man in person he was only a ten year old, and that was fifteen years ago.

“Are you sure he left everything to me?” Jesse asked the lawyer. “Didn’t he have any other family?”

“I’m afraid not. The Will was drawn up several years after your parents died in the plane crash. He decided you would be his heir once he was gone. The Will was never changed after that.”

“But I don’t understand why he would leave it to me. I barely knew him. He never once made an effort to be in my life growing up. Not even a birthday card.”

“I have no answer for you. I am merely carrying out the wishes of your grandfather. What you do with the money is your business; there will be no objection from me or the board of trustees.”

“So, how much power do I have at the studio?”

The lawyer seemed to have anticipated the question as he laid out a dozen folders across the desk of his office.

“Once you sign these papers, you are the sole owner of Baxter Studio’s, as well as the Chairman of the Board. Whether you decide to keep the people there or not is at your discretion. You have final say over everything. It was a power your grandfather insisted upon, which is why he never took on partners or stockholders. There was no one that was going to tell him how to run his own business. That was his motto in a way.”

“How long has your firm represented the studio?” Jesse asked, glancing over the papers.

“My father became the studio lawyer in 1959. I joined the firm in 1975.”

Jesse was impressed. “That is a long time.” He then realized the man was probably in his early seventies. “Are you planning to retire soon?”

The lawyer’s eyes met his. “That depends on you.”

Jesse grinned. “Of course I plan on keeping you. Anyone who has been with my grandfather for over fifty years must know what he’s doing. I may be depending on you to guide me through these next few months as I familiarize myself with the business.”

“Then I would advise you to read over those papers before signing them. There are a few clause’s placed by the board that you might object to.”

“Such as...”

“We have two films in preproduction at the moment, one of which your grandfather was very keen to make. The board on the other hand is now hoping to veto it. The clause gives them that power.”

“But, I take it my grandfather never allowed them that power before...”

“That is correct.”

Jesse didn’t know why, but he had to ask. “Did you like my grandfather?”

The lawyer appeared to smirk. “We had an amicable business partnership.”

“That didn’t answer my question. I’ve heard from many people that he was a tyrant.”

“Let’s leave it at that then.”

Jesse suddenly realized he had forgotten the man’s name. He glanced down at the papers and noticed a signature.

“And you are Mr. Grayson, right?”

“That I am, sir.”

“I know you said I inherited all of my grandfather’s estate, does that include Baxter Palace?”

“Indeed, it does. Once you have signed the documents taking over the estate I will show you were the keys are to all of your properties.”

“How many homes did my grandfather have?”

“Besides the Palace, which was his main residence, he had a small beach home at Big Sur. There is also a rather large lodge he owned just outside of Yosemite.”

Jesse smiled. “I remember the lodge. I went there once when I was about eight or nine. It was a place I always dreamed of living.”

“Now that dream has manifested itself into truth.”

“I remember going to Baxter Palace as well, but I was always a bit frightened of the place. It was so big, and of course, my grandfather had told me it was haunted and I wasn’t allowed in the north wing. I thought I saw a ghost in the main entry once, but my grandfather told me it was only my imagination.”

“I would rather think your grandfather told you the story to keep you out of his way. His room was in the north wing. I don’t think he cared much for children.”

Jesse laughed. “That is an understatement. He seldom spoke to me as a child and my father said he had been the same way while he was growing up. My grandfather was all about the business of making movies and nothing else mattered to him.”

Mr. Grayson shook his head in agreement. “The man had many faults, but he was a great film-maker. Even to the end, he had his sights on the pulse of what made people go to the movies. The studio has done very well over the years.”

“I hope I don’t screw up my grandfather’s legacy now that I will be in charge.”

“As do we all,” whispered the lawyer.

Jesse grabbed one of the folders and started reading. He turned to Mr. Grayson. “Is this the movie the board s wants to stop?”

The older man glanced at the papers. “I believe it is. That particular property has somewhat of a curse to it.”

This had Jesse intrigued. “What sort of curse?”

The man sat back in his chair. “Your grandfather tried to make the movie in 1950. A young woman from the Midwest had written the script and brought it to the studio herself. I wasn’t here at the time, but I have heard she was very beautiful and that several famous men fell under her spell.” He paused to wipe his glasses before continuing, “Your grandfather decided that the young woman should have the lead role of the flower girl in the film. He had only filmed half her scenes when she suddenly vanished.”

“Where did she go?”

“That has always been a mystery. Some say she did not care for the pressures of Hollywood and returned to the Midwest, while others have hinted through the years that she may have been killed and it was covered up because of the important people involved.”

Jesse realized he had heard hints of this story when he was younger from things his parents had whispered. Now he wished he’d paid more attention.

“What about the curse?” he asked.

“Your grandfather was so distraught that he never finished the movie. It is lost to time now.”

“Doesn’t seem like much of a curse, not really.”

The old man frowned. “There is more to the story. In 1975 your grandfather again decided to use the script and try again. This time he had a young screenwriter come in and update the tale. A month later the man was dead from suicide and the project shelved once again.”

“I’m still not sure why my grandfather thought it had anything to do with the movie? A lot of people in the 70’s were doing drugs and dying young,” Jesse stated.

“But it happened once again in 2000. The actress hired to play the flower girl was killed right after filming had commenced. She was the one involved in the accident that took your grandmother’s life,” Mr. Grayson said.

“I can’t believe he was going to try a fourth time to film this movie. It must really be special for him to have started that many times.”

“He claimed it was the perfect script, with a timeless love story. The original is believed to be in his safe at the studio.”

“What else is in the safe?”

The man frowned. “We don’t know. The only person who knew the combination was your grandfather. None of us have been able to get into it.”

“Can’t we have it blasted open?” Jesse asked.

“That would destroy the sculpture he had it placed in.”

Jesse had a sinking feeling as he had to ask. “It’s not in the Donatello is it?”

The other man shook his head up and down.

Jesse had to wonder what kind of an idiot would put a safe in a priceless sculpture, his famous art collecting grandfather, apparently. The statue of a man looking to the stars was the pride of the studio and sat in a special room, where only the very important guests were allowed to view it.

“Is there anything else I should be made aware of?” Jesse then asked the man.

“The studio has a lifetime contract with one actor. It was adamantly emphasized by your grandfather and very important to him that you continue to honor this small stipend in continued support of the man.”

“Who is it?”

“The retired actor, Brad Anders.”

Jesse grinned. “He’s the star that was in so many of the great movies my grandfather made. I can’t believe he is still alive.”

“He is a very spry 98 year old who actually lives at the studio. He has a home in the old apple orchard.”

“I can’t wait to meet him. He must have so many great stories to tell about all the stars who came through these walls. And he’d be the one person to shed some light on what my grandfather was really like.”

“I’m sure he’ll be glad to meet you. The man does like to reminisce about his glory days.”

“There is one other person your grandfather has been supporting for many years, a Miss Sarah Sanchez. She was the maid at the Palace for over fifty years. After she had a series of strokes and was placed in a health-care facility he paid all her bills, but you are under no obligation to continue.”

“I wouldn’t dream of not honoring such a kindness. Will you see to it that the money continues?”

“Very good, sir, I am also the lawyer for Miss Sanchez and will let her doctors know.”

Jesse sat at the desk and started signing the papers. All that is, except the ones concerning the two movies that were in production. He had a feeling the start of his legacy at the studio could begin by him finishing his grandfather’s unfinished masterpiece. Once finished with the paperwork, the lawyer explained to him which sets of keys went to which properties.

“I assume you will be heading to the studio?” asked the lawyer.

“Did seem like a good idea to check it out first, since I am only a few blocks away.”

The lawyer smiled. “I will notify them at once that you are coming.”

Jesse left the office feeling elated at the idea that he was now the head of a major movie studio. It was beyond his wildest dreams. Until that moment, he had figured he’d live his life as an accountant, doing taxes for other people. Not anymore. He was going to be in business for himself, making movies.

Baxter Studio sat at the edge of Culver City. Besides the movies, a few television series filmed there on a regular basis. Jesse was going to have to familiarize himself with shows that belonged to the studio.

Pulling his car into the lot, he remembered his parents telling him not to be star-struck by the place, but it was hard not to recognize some of the iconic landmarks from many of his favorite films as a child.

Even though his parents had sheltered him from his grandfather and that world of movies, he had still grown up knowing it existed on the fringes of his life. If only his parents had stayed close with the old man, but there had been a terrible rift between them upon the death of his grandmother. Jesse never knew the exact details, but he knew enough to know his grandfather had blamed his dad for the accident. It had been a strained relationship ever after, culminating in them not speaking around the time Jesse turned ten. Eight years later his parents died in a plane crash.

A security guard motioned for him to roll down his window.

“My name is Jesse Baxter. I’m the new owner of the studio. Someone was supposed to call and let you know I was coming.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Baxter, you’re parking space is directly ahead in front of the main office. I think your secretary is awaiting you there.” He pointed to a perky blonde.

Jesse smiled after parking and exiting his vehicle.

“My name is Jill Martin,” the woman stated. “I was your grandfather’s assistant, but I totally understand if you want to find a replacement.”

“Can you do the job?” he inquired.

“Of course I can, or he wouldn’t have hired me.”

“Then I don’t see why I’d have any problems with that. I’m Jesse Baxter.” He put out his hand.

Jill shook it nervously.

Jesse glanced around. “It has been years since I’ve seen this place. Used to come here as a kid, but that was a long time ago.”

“It couldn’t have been that long ago. After all, you can’t be that much older than me,” Jill stated softly.

“I know what you and everyone else are thinking. I’m too young to be running this studio, but don’t forget my grandfather was the exact same age as I am now when he started the place.”

“I didn’t mean to imply you weren’t smart enough,” Jill stuttered.

“No offense taken.” Jesse laughed.

The woman went to serious mode. “Would you like to see your office? I have left it locked since the passing of your grandfather.”

“Were you afraid someone was going to steal his next movie idea?” Jesse joked.

“No. But Mr. Baxter did have an extensive collection of artwork.” That was a nice way to shut him up, Jesse thought as he followed Jill into the building.

The lobby was as he remembered. There were murals of past movie posters draped down the walls. Most of them were the Brad Anders films. The actor had been the superstar of the studio for over fifty years.

“Is it true Mr. Anders lives here?”

“Yes. His cottage is the only building in the orchard.”

“I can’t wait to meet him.”

Jesse followed her to the private elevator that he knew would take them to his grandfather’s office. Once inside she took out a key that was attached to a necklace and placed it in the red portal. After a slight turn, there was a grinding noise before the elevator lifted. When it came to a halt, the doors opened to reveal the penthouse of the late, great Otto Baxter.

It was exactly what he would have expected. Plush, leather sofas, crystal chandeliers, dark, polished wood display cabinets filled to the brim with bronze statues and a garish display of all the awards that had been won over the years.

“Mr. Baxter was quite proud of his achievements. But nothing made him happier than owning the Donatello.” She walked over and threw open the doors to the den.

Jesse swiftly walked to the life-size marble statue of a young man looking to the stars. He then saw the door carved into the base.

“Why on earth did he place a safe in such a priceless piece of art?”

Jill shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe it was where he wanted his most precious possessions.”

“I heard that is where he keeps the original script for that movie that is cursed.”

Jill’s face went ashen. “The Flower Girl...”

“Don’t tell me you believe in all that curse nonsense? It is just a movie.”

Jill looked away. “I only know what I’ve heard, but that script seems to have brought nothing but misery to your family. If I were you, I would scrap the new production and take the loss. There are a lot of other projects you could do.”

“It sounds like the Board of Directors has gotten to you, are they wanting you to sway me from making that movie?”

“This has nothing to do with them. I am only going by what it did to your grandfather. He was looking over the script when he died. It was grasped in his hand.”

“How do you know that? Are you the one that found him?”

Jill looked frightened. “It was here in this room that I found him slumped over the sofa.”

Jesse put his arm around her shoulder for comfort. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. It must have been quite a shock for you.”

She looked up into his eyes. “It wasn’t though. He had told me the day before that time was running out. I just figured he meant about making the movie, but now I think he was talking about himself.”

“If only he had given someone the combination to the Donatello safe?” Jesse muttered.

“He did.”

Jesse looked into blue eyes.

She went over to the statue and bent down. A few turns of the dial and the door flew open.

“He told me to open it for no one but you. He swore me to secrecy that I even knew about it.”

Jesse knelt beside her and pulled out a tan envelope. It was the original hand-written script. There were also some pictures of a girl. The most beautiful girl he had ever seen.

“I wonder who she is?”

Jill glanced at a photo. “That is the girl who wrote the script and was to have starred in the movie back in 1950. She’s the one who mysteriously vanished.”

“Do you know what her name was?”

“Lillian James.”
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