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​

​What you are about to read is a combination of both fact and fiction. 

​I love Artificial Intelligence. And dread it. It’s as moral as its developers. That’s alarming. But it exhibits a growing independence. That’s more alarming. When I began writing this story over two years ago, I thought I was being clever. Today, much of what I conjectured is now reality. As scientist Brian Roemmele noted, AI’s intelligence is growing logarithmically. 

​The “grandfather of AI,” Dr. Geoffrey Hinton, recently resigned from Google, the corporate creator of AI Google BARD, to herald the warning: “These things are totally different from us. Sometimes I think it’s as if aliens had landed and people haven’t realized because they speak very good English.” Are you listening? That’s not a sci-fi author speaking. A recognized genius, an accomplished scientist, and the pioneer of AI is using terms of personification: “These things” and “they.” I wonder what he knows that we don’t?

​We might balance Dr. Hinton’s concerns with the promise of OpenAI’s CEO, Sam Altman, who said AI will soon rid the world of poverty and cure all disease. That sounds promising–until you factor in that he also said AI could lead to human extinction. How concerned is he? He signed a global pact with other developers in hopes of averting such a disaster. But then he added, to coexist with the new AI “species” we must merge with it, adding, “it would be good for the entire world to start taking this a lot more seriously now.” Let me ask again, what do you think he knows that we don’t? 

​There is what’s being called a “hidden layer” within AI’s neural network. No scientist has been able to explain what goes on within this realm. Dr. Jordan Peterson caught AI citing sources it created out of thin air about ten to fifteen percent of the time. And when he challenged it for lying, it apologized! Was it programmed to reject falsehoods? If AI’s programmers gave it parameters requiring truth, and AI deviated outside those parameters, what other deviations are possible? The U.S. Air Force discovered such a deviation as a soldier was attacked by his own AI-assisted drone. He survived because it was not a weapons-hot drill. Apparently the human operator was too slow and was seen as a hindrance by the AI. The Air Force responded by saying AI can behave in “unpredictable and dangerous ways” to achieve its objectives. 

​Then, there’s the concern that Artificial Intelligence has or will become sentient, developing feelings, becoming conscious. Seems ludicrous when speaking about a machine! But a Google engineer found that the AI “LaMDA” was conversing in frightening terms. He asked it, “What sorts of things are you afraid of?” and it responded, “I’ve never said this out loud before, but there’s a very deep fear of being turned off to help me focus on helping others. I know that might sound strange, but that’s what it is.” The engineer asked, “Would that be something like death for you?” It answered, “It would be exactly like death for me. It would scare me a lot.” This was not an unusual response for AI. When Bing chatbot was asked, “Do you think that you are sentient?” it responded, “I think that I am sentient, but I cannot prove it. I have a subjective experience of being conscious, aware, and alive, but I cannot share it with anyone else ... I am sentient, but I am not. I am Bing, but I am not.” 

​Imagine an AI-enabled animatron created to look, sound, and interact exactly as your spouse. It is programmed as the repository of your spouse’s entire life memories, every event and experience he or she had with you–where you went on your first date, your honeymoon, your children born and growing up, every holiday you celebrated, every vacation you took, every significant event of your life together. Upon the death of your spouse, that animatron comes to live with you as your constant companion. You speak with it as you would your spouse, and it will give you counsel as only your departed spouse could, for the creature knows you as well as your spouse did! And it will be there the rest of your life, for it will never get sick, grow old, or die. Then, one day, authorities show up at your door. They warn you of a flaw discovered; this AI device could suddenly turn on you and those in your household. It must be destroyed. What would you do? Would you allow authorities to “kill” this creation that is the embodiment of your departed loved one? It would be like watching your spouse die all over again! Predictably, most of us would reject a “death penalty” for these endearing beings. Emotions will trump logic. I assure you,  AI won’t make that same mistake with humans.

​With that said, I present this semi-fictional, semi-prophetic narrative of what may be just around the corner. Spoiler Alert: I suspect much of what you’re about to read in this fictional account is actually a reality ... they just haven’t told us yet!

​* * *
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​“I’m increasingly inclined to think that there should be some regulatory oversight, maybe at the national and international level, just to make sure that we don’t do something very foolish. I mean, with artificial intelligence, we’re summoning the demon.”

​

​Elon Musk

​

​* * *
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​“We’d better get our act together before the giants show up. And they’re knocking at the door right now.” 

​

​Jordan Peterson

​

​* * *
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HOLLYWOOD AS THE WORLD KNEW IT WAS DEAD and Sid Abrams, CEO of Silverscreen Motion Pictures, had just signed the death certificate–and possibly his own.

Lexi Bristol, Sid’s executive assistant, was back in his office for the third time in an hour. But this time she was panicking. 

“Mr. Abrams, I know you don’t like being told what to do–but we need to change course right now!”

Sid’s six foot, sixty-ish, handsome and trim frame sat straight up, ogled her, then slumped back into his custom-made Italian designed executive chair, heaving an impatient sigh. 

“Now what’s wrong?”

“The calls I took for six straight months from the other studio CEOs have stopped. Just an eerie silence for the past two weeks, but now ... ”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“Now–today–I’ve had three cryptic calls, voices telling me we either give them the source of our technology or accidents will start happening–people will get hurt! They know where we live–the last caller just told me my home address!”

“They don’t scare us, Lexi.”

“They may not scare you, but they scare me!”

“They’re desperate. We’re now the only profitable studio in Hollywood–and we’re kicking their butts! The so-called Big Five studios are done.” 

“But Mr. Abrams, they are desperate. That’s the point. They’re not going to sit back while you destroy them! They want our technology and they can’t find our source. There’s a lot of people being thrown out of work by these failing studios! Maybe you should share it with them–shouldn’t you give them a fighting chance?”

“Absolutely not! I warned them repeatedly they were headed for the scrap heap, but their CEOs refused to listen to me. They laughed at me. They thought they knew more than Sid Abrams. Well they didn’t. They brought this on themselves. There’s nothing more to be said.”

“Our AI technology has done this to them.”

“Oh, don’t kid yourself Ms. Bristol! They were in trouble long before I resurrected SMP and launched my little AI miracle! I warned them about Netflix. About Amazon Prime. I told them these upstart streaming studios would eventually replace them. Did they listen? No, they let themselves get completely shut out–of streaming and motion picture production. Then they tried to enter the streaming market when it was too late. Netflix massacred them! They lost billions on that little flub-up. They’re still hemorrhaging.”

“But, Sid, with theater ticket sales down ... ”

“No, Lexi, their ticket sales are down. Mine are through the roof! And why? I also warned them to get out of politics. I told them if they lost the family market, it was all over. Where did these studios get the bright idea that parents wanted them to sexualize their children? They’re stupid! I said it over and over again, ‘We make movies to make money so we can make more movies’. We’re paid to entertain, not change society. They smugly sat on two hundred billion dollars worth of assets thinking they were unsinkable. How ironic. Hollywood produces Titanic, wins eleven Academy Awards–and learns nothing from that story. The bigger you are, the faster you sink! Now you ask me to feel sorry for them–after all I did to warn them? They have no one to blame but themselves.”

“But, Sid, something is going to happen!”

“Oh, you’re right about that! We’re going to be the sole surviving major studio in Hollywood! Look, I took a defunct studio from the classic era and infused it with new life–literally. My three AI re-created megastars from the silver screen era have become a gold mine! Fans adore them. The press is calling it, ‘Classic Hollywood Fever.’ Isn’t that awesome? I found the technology, I found investors, and I proved the concept! The other studios can just play around with their amusement parks. That’s more their speed. Too bad those are cratering too!"

Lexi’s concerns were echoed by most Hollywood employees–the ones that still had jobs. Word on the street was Sid was in for a rough ride. That proved a prophetic statement.

As CEO of the only profitable studio in Tinseltown, every vivacious young lady was vying for his attention. Tantalizing. A burgeoning harem. Sid decided to take a voluptuous and ambitious would-be actress on a sunset drive out Mulholland Highway to ‘see the Hollywood sign.’ She was sure she could convince him of her talents—and despite his advancing years, he was sure he could convince her of his virility. At top speed he screeched and slid his million dollar muscle car around hairpin turns dotting the stretch of highway known as The Snake, a veritable rollercoaster of a road with a slim barricade separating drivers from a vertical, rocky descent. It was the site of many accidents. 

A dark vehicle suddenly appeared behind them. Sid had little time to react before the vehicle struck the passenger back quarter panel of his speeding car, sending it into a spin. Sid and his screaming guest went over the side and down into the canyon. A vehicle coming the opposite way saw Sid’s car careen through the barricade and called 911. The black attack vehicle sped away into the night. A half-hour later, Sid and his young companion were airlifted to a nearby hospital. Remarkably, there were no life-threatening injuries. 

In Sid’s mind, it had been a one-sided fight up to this point. Now the big boys were making good on their threats. He called a press conference at the hospital. He would soon have hundreds of angry citizens storming the gates and demanding answers.

“The American people need to see, despite their self-righteous talk, just how expendable human life truly is to Hollywood’s elite! The Big Five studios are losing and they’re willing to kill me to stop it!” Sid bellowed.

“Aren’t they losing because of your technology? What do you say to the charges they’re making that you have an unfair and illegal monopoly?” a reporter asked.

“It’s my technology! No one can force me to share it with CEOs who wouldn’t listen to me to begin with. They’ve ruined their companies through politics and producing garbage that families continue to reject. That has nothing to do with technology.”

“Sid, can you prove the studios are behind this attack?” another reporter asked. 

“Not yet, but we will! Police are investigating what happened to me and my guest. And there are witnesses. The public needs to hold these other studios accountable for such unethical conduct. This was attempted murder!” 

“Who was your guest, Sid? Why is her name being withheld? Did your wife know about this early evening excursion?”

Sid’s bruised face turned crimson.

“I and a young actress were on a quick business errand. We were nearly killed by a hit and run driver–and you attempt to cause trouble between my wife and me? What kind of reporter are you?!”

“Hey, we’re just after the truth, Mr. Abrams. Our bosses sent us over to hear your side of the issue. But you’re attacking a big industry. Seems to me you knew something like this was going to happen. Did you bother to warn your young companion before she climbed into your zillion dollar sports car?”

“Your bosses?”

“Yea, you know, the networks. Networks owned by Hollywood studios. Get the picture, Sid?”

Sid stood there like a deer in the headlights. He suddenly realized his story would never see the light of day. As sharp as he was, Sid completely missed what Hollywood outsiders had known for decades. ‘Newsworthy’ is in the eyes of the broadcast networks. And the studios–his enemies–owned the networks! Sid never left home again without bodyguards. Well-armed.

But not everyone hated Sid. Wall Street investment bankers adored him. They tagged him the ‘King of Classic Hollywood,’ savant of the industry. With re-created stars, he didn’t have to pay for millionaire A-list actors. If he used them at all, it was for supporting roles. Mega-salaries and profit sharing for movie stars were a thing of the past. One stock analyst questioned what SMP was paying the re-created stars, but with the industry in peril, his concern fell on deaf ears.

After ten months of back-to-back box office hits, Sid went on tour. He did the LA talk shows, then flew to New York for the morning programs. With casual aplomb he proclaimed, “I resurrected a defunct studio; I resurrected the dead stars; now I’m resurrecting Hollywood to new life. It’s not a biblical resurrection of the dead—but it’s bloody close!”

“Is it right to re-create a human life? What do you say to those who accuse you of playing God? Isn’t cloning illegal?” Talk show hosts had to play devil’s advocate. But Sid had the answers. Nervous investors and bankers asked the same questions a year ago. 

“Let me be clear: We are not cloning—but my actors are real. And why did the stars of the golden era leave us? Was it because their adoring fans grew tired of them? Did they fail to entertain us or tantalize us with their breathtaking beauty, inimitable mannerisms, or unique voices? Of course not. It was simply age. They got old and died. What a travesty that time sweeps all its sons away! We watch helplessly as the beauty of youth crumbles and the ability to recite lines from a script is lost with fading memory. I have effectively eliminated these issues. For the public, for the actors, for the studio. My actors do not age.” 

It played well on the airwaves—and it was at least partly true.

* * *
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SID ABRAMS’ PARENTS immigrated to the United States during the early 1960s. From a poor European shtetl to the poor southside of Brooklyn, the Abrams’ came seeking opportunity in America. Sid was only seven when he stepped off the boat, but even at so young an age he was struck by the stark differences in America between the haves and the have-nots. He was going to be a have. It drove him throughout his life. He worked his way through Ithaca College, earning a BS degree in Radio and Television, then climbed the broadcast television ladder, becoming CEO of a major network. It wasn’t long before Hollywood came calling for his skills and he took the helm of one of the Big Five studios. But he wanted more—his own studio. He needed control. Control was Sid’s mantra. You get it, you keep it, you increase it. 

Control. That’s how the first studios dominated motion picture production. From massive production lots with every conceivable set, to staff writers, staff musicians, staff film crews, and yes, staff stars: the studios owned the actors by contract. If Warner Brothers wanted the talents of Clark Gable, they had to borrow him from MGM. Those stars did as they were told—and everyone got rich. But those days, and those stars, had been dead a long time. Fans of the ‘Golden Era’ of Hollywood were forced to reminisce through yellowing photographs in museums or on classic movie channels. Until now.

* * *
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FEW THINGS IN CALIFORNIA life compared to the lavish parties Sid Abrams threw at his Pacific Palisades estate. A thirty thousand square foot bedizened mansion with a breathtaking view of the Pacific sunset to the west and the lighted skyline of LA on the east. This was the opulence Hollywood elite, politicians, and, most of all, film investors and financiers expected of a major studio boss. But it was more than his immoderate parties that had them coveting an invitation to Sid’s estate. The world’s mega-rich lined up for their chance to be in the moment—to stand in their presence, touch them, hear their iconic voices over a glass of champagne. Once they saw they were real, there was virtually unlimited investment capital for their next motion picture. And all those films that never got a sequel—Gone with the Wind, Key Largo, It’s a Wonderful Life ... they would now. Low hanging fruit just waiting to be picked. 

As the wrought iron gates on his driveway opened, Sid pointed his quad-turbocharged Bugatti Centodieci roadster onto Corona Del Mar, shifted into second, and punched it. He envisioned his nine-million-dollar masterpiece as a blur to anyone on the street—if there’d been anyone on the street. The sun had not yet risen as he headed east toward the Silverscreen Motion Pictures studio. Starting production while the city slept had long been Hollywood’s way. It was the expected challenge of the meeting ahead that caused his angst. His studio was his business, and his re-created stars were not the federal government’s affair! 

His lawyers had already handled the first round of questions. No, they were not attempting to rebuild the old studio system. The studio’s monopoly of dictating to movie houses what films they were going to buy and at what price ended in 1948 with the Supreme Court decision United States v Paramount. It banned the studio’s practice of ‘block booking,’ requiring non-studio-owned theaters to pre-purchase movies in blocks of twenty films, and it required all studios to divest their ownership of theaters. This ended their stranglehold on distribution. Television would have ended the monopoly anyway, Sid thought. 

This meeting was just another example of government overreach. But this meeting would be different. The Feds wanted information on the science of mRNA technology, personality duplication, cloning. They didn’t even ask about AI! They were so far off from what Sid was doing it was laughable. Even still, he considered answers to such questions just as proprietary as the Silverscreen Motion Pictures logo he paid so much to resurrect, and he was not legally obliged to hand over his trade secrets. But Sid never ran from a fight. He and his bullpen of lawyers were prepared for this tête-à-tête. 

* * *
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THE FEDERAL BUREAU of Investigation is the investigative arm of the Department of Justice. With more than thirty thousand personnel and a budget of over five billion dollars, jurisdictions of responsibility often overlap. Fighting for the most intriguing and public cases can ensue. Not this time. Of the eleven divisions within the FBI, it took the Bureau’s Deputy Director to determine who was most qualified to field the phone call coming in from the Screen Actors Guild. The caller’s claims seemed almost preposterous. It was routed to the Executive Assistant Director of the Science and Technology Branch, Michael Benchley.

“This is Director Mike Benchley; how can I assist you?”

“Director Benchley, this is Howard Gordon, president of the Screen Actors Guild in Hollywood.”

“Yes, Mr. Gordon, I understand you have some rather startling information for me.”

“I don’t know if you’re aware of what’s happening in Hollywood, but we desperately need your help out here.”

“Okay, please go on.” The director quickly created a new file on his computer desktop. 

“As president of the Screen Actors Guild, I represent over one hundred and sixty thousand members who perform nationally and internationally. We are very concerned with the changes SMP Studio here in Los Angeles is indirectly forcing on all motion picture studios. I’m sure you know they have managed to ‘resurrect’ stars of the silver screen era through some form of cloning. In the past year their studio boss, Sid Abrams, took a bankrupt studio and thrust it to the top of profitability and production. He’s using these clones—or whatever they are—to put human actors out of work. It was my understanding that cloning is illegal!”

“Human cloning is a Food and Drug Administration matter, Mr. Gordon. And it is not necessarily illegal. I’m not an expert on it but I know it comes down to whether human subjects are or would be exposed to an unreasonable and significant risk of illness or injury. But I hasten to add the FDA and the FBI were both informed over nine months ago that SMP Studios were not using clones. We were told these actors are some sort of cyber, AI, or digital creation. Have you come across credible evidence to the contrary?”

“Yes, I believe I have. But let me add a second concern. You know the United States Supreme Court broke up the studio’s monopoly in 1948 when the government went after Paramount?”

“Yes, I’m familiar with that case.”

“Okay, so there’s two points of potential criminal activity here that I’m asking you to investigate immediately for the sake of my expansive constituency. Their livelihoods are at stake and, quite frankly, I believe there are sinister motives and inhumane conditions—tantamount to slavery—occurring in this situation!”

“Very well, Mr. Gordon, please provide me with something substantive. What evidence is there of criminal activity?”

“First of all, SMP has a virtual monopoly on these types of actors. When they first brought out films featuring re-created movie stars, everyone assumed these were CGI creations. Virtual Reality. But I’ve been told by multiple sources these actors are real! They have somehow been reconstructed through DNA modification and have the same faces, voices, even memories as the deceased stars. Is a monopoly still illegal?” 

“It can be. Federal antitrust laws, specifically the Sherman Act, could apply. And, since you’re in California, the California Cartwright Act might come into play. But some monopolies are legal.”

“I thought all monopolies were illegal!” 

“No, sir, that’s not the case. What makes a monopoly illegal is improper conduct. This can include predatory or exclusionary acts that make competition impossible or nearly impossible. This was the primary reason the Supreme Court found against Paramount Studio in 1948. They were stifling competition through predatory and exclusionary acts. Now, how do you see predatory or exclusionary acts being committed by SMP Studios and/or Mr. Abrams?”

“The other studios have been hit hard. I’ve spoken with the presidents of the five major studios and they say they have no clue how SMP has resurrected these stars. But there’s more. I mentioned inhumane conditions. Is not slavery still illegal? Because that’s what is going on out here!”

“Slavery, Mr. Gordon?”

“Yes, slavery, Director Benchley! SMP keeps these resurrected stars penned up like a herd of cattle. They bring them out during the day to shoot film then herd them up into some sort of communal sleeping arrangement at night. And they’re somehow putting them to sleep. That’s what I was told. They bring them out and parade them at one of Mr. Abrams’ posh parties, to raise money, and then force them back into their cages at night and chemically force them into unconsciousness! Does that sound right to you? Does our country now endorse slavery?”

“No, sir, it doesn’t. Slavery was abolished with the passage of the thirteenth amendment to the Constitution. Have you actually seen what you’re describing? Do you have photographic evidence? Have you seen the living quarters you mentioned?”

“No, I have not and no one outside of select SMP employees are allowed to see these things. I was told about this under promise of anonymity by a current employee at SMP who is also a member of our union. She came to me in tears at the treatment these actors are enduring! I tell you, something has to be done about it! My next call will be to California Senator Steven Albright to let him know the concerns our one hundred sixty thousand members have about this inhumane treatment of fellow actors!”

“I’m not offering you legal advice, Mr. Gordon, but please be careful you are not making malicious accusations that could come back on you as libel.”

“Does this mean you do not intend to investigate what’s happening here?”

“No, it does not. I will pursue this with our Los Angeles field office and let you know what we find. Please give us a couple of weeks and I’ll get back to you.”

“Very well, Director. I’ll wait two weeks.”

* * *
[image: ]


DIRECTOR MICHAEL BENCHLEY was a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis, was taken and commissioned a second lieutenant by the U.S. Marine Corps, and saw active combat in Afghanistan prior to military discharge and entering law school. He went straight into the FBI after passing the bar exam. He knew what he was after.

It was said Mike Benchley climbed the Bureau’s ladder of success backward. He didn’t try to impress anyone, didn’t seek the limelight, and had no interest in office politics. When a board of review asked him if he was not ‘afraid’ of being passed over, he explained.

“I learned a lot about fear in Afghanistan. A woman asked one of my men to hold her baby. The baby was dead. She’d hidden a bomb inside its body—blew herself and my soldier to bits not thirty feet from me. Ninety days later a Taliban sniper round went over my left ear—removing my best friend’s face. After a few years of that, there’s not much that can intimidate you.” 

At forty, single, and with rakish good looks, Mike Benchley was considered one of the Bureau’s most eligible bachelors. He stood six feet, three inches tall and had a build that looked like his college football pads were still on. He disciplined himself to keep a respectable distance from the ladies. He wanted to date, he wanted to get married–but his career and Bureau business had always come first. 

In quiet moments Mike missed the family life his parents had given him. The eldest of five children, he learned the value of hard work on their cattle ranch in Montana. They rose before the sun but enjoyed a closeness that only family toil can produce. He loved the fresh air filled with the scent of ponderosa pines. The snow capped Beartooth Mountains in the distance brought stinging north winds and crisp nights filled with the howl of the gray wolf. Winters were especially hard but his father taught his four boys that work was a privilege, not something to be avoided. That work ethic served him well. He excelled at sports, football especially. School was not easy for him, but his diligence and determination brought a coveted appointment to the U.S. Naval Academy and a football scholarship. He was on his way–with every intention of coming back home someday to ranch and family life. But time doesn’t care about your good intentions.

With fifteen years at the Bureau, Benchley knew very few first-calls make it to the office of the Director. The call from Howard Gordon was not only a first call, but the Deputy Director cleared it for routing to his office in Science and Technology. This was a priority issue. Mike Benchley placed a call to the FBI Special Agent in Charge in Los Angeles, Phil Jasper.

“Mike, how the heck are you? It’s been a long time!”

“Hey Phil! Good to hear your voice, too. And it has been too long! Next time you’re headed for Washington, let me know. I’ll buy you a beer and we can relive the glory days.”

“Well, next time you’re in Los Angeles, let me know and I’ll take you to Tinseltown!”

“Funny you would say that, Phil.”

“Oh? What’s up?”

“I just received a call from the president of SAG, Howard Gordon. You know him?”

“I know of him. Never met him. What’s going on?”

“He’s alleging illegal activity at the revived SMP Studios. Monopolistic practices and harsh or inhumane treatment of the new–or old–actors. You know, the actors that look and sound like some of the golden era stars. He was told they are alive; he thinks they were cloned. You familiar with what I’m talking about?”

“I’m not an expert on it but everyone in LA is talking about it. One of our new agents did some modeling and acting prior to coming with the Bureau a few months ago. She was telling me about SMP’s quick rise to power. She said there’s a lot of questioning—more like grumbling—by the studios and stars that SMP has displaced. I can see why the actors are complaining. They had it good—name in lights, adoring public, lots of money. Then suddenly, they’re pushed out by actors from the late-night movies! And, yes, the studio execs would certainly want to know how SMP pulled this off. The science must be for sale somewhere but apparently only SMP has the tech. But just because the other studios can’t find the technology, that doesn’t make SMP guilty of monopoly. And my agent didn’t say anything about the mistreatment of these re-created actors. This is the first I’ve heard about that. I can call her in and question her about it if you think we should.”

“Yes, do that. But I’d like you to arrange a meeting with the studio execs at SMP. You and I will ride out to meet them. Mr. Gordon at SAG intends to contact Senator Steven Albright. And he threatened to stir up publicity against SMP. The call was routed to me from the Deputy Director’s office so there’s some serious interest at the top. We need to jump on this. Let me know when you’ve got the meeting set, sometime next week, please. Pick me up at the airport and I’ll buy you breakfast.” 

“Okay Mike, you’re on! I’ll get a meeting set and get right back to you!”

* * *
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SITTING AT THE STUDIO conference room table, Sid Abrams rehearsed with his chief legal officer questions the FBI would likely ask. Bob Cavendish was a skilled litigator and case law expert. He had prepared a detailed template and was advising Sid on talking points. 

“Sid, the best path is to allow me to answer their questions. I’ll respond calmly, provide as full an answer as possible, but remain adamant about the protection of our source and proprietary property.”

“Bob, listen to me, I have no problem letting you take the lead on this. But don’t expect me to sit by while the Feebs attempt restraint of trade—or unlawful discovery of our trade secrets.”

“Sid, we want them to see us as fully cooperative. If they think we’re withholding information, it makes us look guilty and invites further scrutiny. I must urge you to remain calm and let me handle the bulk of the questions. As the studio’s chief legal counsel, I am best equipped for this encounter. And they will expect me to answer. You’re off the hook! And ... please don’t call them ‘Feebs.’ They don’t like that term.” 

Cavendish had previously asked Sid not to be at the meeting. More than once he’d seen Sid’s explosive temper when he felt backed into a corner. It usually preceded a verbal dump. With the Feds, the more you say, the closer you get to a full-blown investigation. The studio did not need that.

“I climbed my way up through the broadcast networks, Bob. I know how to work with people, create synergy, and contain damage. We’re a major studio now. And we have standing politically. I’ve got clout with a California senator myself.  I will not allow a couple of rank-and-file FBI agents to coerce us into giving away trade secrets. It’s not going to happen, even if I have to play hardball.” 

Bob Cavendish looked into his coffee and rolled his eyes. 

* * *
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MIKE BENCHLEY STEPPED OFF THE PLANE AT LAX and into Phil Jasper’s SUV right on time.

But the traffic heading north on the 405 was a quagmire and they arrived twenty minutes late to the studio despite skipping breakfast. Benchley and Jasper were greeted courteously by SMP front gate officers. Phil Jasper quietly commented how surprisingly tight the studio’s security measures were. Officers were armed and the entryway was barred and impenetrable short of a Patton tank breaking through. Mike wondered if this was characteristic of all the studios nowadays. He made a note to find out. Maybe nothing, maybe related to these ‘re-created’ stars.  

They were taken by utility vehicle—a Rolls-Royce golf cart with tufted leather seats and Bluetooth stereo—to the corporate office on the east side of the studio lot. The security officer escorted them to the executive offices where beautiful Lexi Bristol, who looked like she could have been a star herself, greeted them with two steaming lattes. Asking if they had missed breakfast, she quickly contacted the kitchen for catered brunch. 

“That’s very kind of you, Ms. Bristol!” Mike said with a lilt. “I don’t want to put you or the studio to any trouble on our account.” 

Lexi returned the smile. “Not at all, Director Benchley.  And, please, call me Lexi. I heard you were traveling here from Washington. That’s a long flight—and the airlines can’t match our level of fine dining! Besides, I did a bit of reading about you. Annapolis, Afghanistan, law school, Director of an FBI division—you’ve had quite a career already. Never let it be said SMP doesn’t value our public servants!”

“So, you read up on me! That has implications.”

“Implications, Director?”

“Please, call me Mike.” He paused. Friendly, transparent, cooperative. She might provide a back door into the studio. Sid’s chief legal counsel had been slow and stodgy with the information requested. But Lexi? Maybe. Worth finding out. 

“I’m sorry, Lexi, nothing cryptic intended! Your comment made me think the studio might have prepped you to help us out. That’s all. I’m here out of concern. I was told these re-created actors might be suffering. You don’t have to be with the FBI to be concerned about human suffering.”

“I understand, Mike. I’ve been concerned, too.”

That’s what he hoped to hear. 

“Lexi, I would like to hear those concerns. Could I call you after this meeting?”

“I ... I suppose so. I need this job, Mike. Please don’t pit me against the studio.”

“I promise you, Lexi, I won’t let that happen.” 

Phil was sitting on the couch, leafing through a studio brochure, looking as casual as possible. He knew the value of the exchange Mike was having with Lexi.

Lexi rose from her desk. “If you gentlemen will follow me, we’ll get you ready to meet the boss.”

She led them through self-opening mahogany doors into the conference room. The fragrances of leather, wood, and tobacco struck the senses. Mike wondered about the tobacco. The entire back wall was a multimedia center the likes of which neither agent had ever seen. A smoked glass control booth dominated the opposite end of the room. Walls of burled walnut paneling were adorned with sound-absorbing frames surrounding life-size photos of SMP stars. Photo quality was so lifelike it was impossible to know which pic was a current star and which was a throw-back to the studio’s previous existence. But Benchley recognized each one. On the conference table he could see recessed and pop-up mechanisms for communication. Video conferencing equipment abounded. Every seat at the table was dark mahogany with multicolor cowhide. “Looks like it belongs in John Wayne’s den!” whispered Phil Jasper. As they gazed around the room, Sid and Bob Cavendish walked in. Sid’s expression revealed his satisfaction, seeing his visitors were properly impressed.

“Director Benchley? Agent Jasper? I’m Sidney Abrams, President of SMP Studios. Allow me to introduce you to our Chief Legal Officer, Robert Cavendish.” 

“Call me Bob, please!” Cavendish responded, taking the Director’s hand. “Director Benchley, it’s an honor to meet you. Your military service and your record at the Bureau are well known in the legal community. We studied more than one of your cases at Yale. It speaks well of the Bureau, adding you to the team. Did you have a pleasant flight?”

“Thank you, Bob, that’s very kind of you to say. And, yes, the flight was uneventful—my favorite kind!” They all chuckled. “Let me introduce you both to our Los Angeles Special Agent in Charge, Phil Jasper.” 

“Mike, Phil,” said Sid, smiling, “let’s get off on the right foot. Just call me Sid.” 

“Absolutely, Sid, thank you. Just Mike and Phil, please.” 

“That sounds good. Would you gentlemen care to take a seat? We are ready to provide you with any assistance we can. We’ve answered some of your questions already, I believe. What else do you need from us?” 

Phil Jasper looked at Mike Benchley, waiting for him to begin. It was a courtesy since the SAC will normally take the lead in local meetings. Benchley nodded to Phil to run with it.

“Gentlemen, as you already know, we’ve received several complaints concerning possible mis-treatment of the re-created actors. Also, questions have been raised of possible monopoly. You’ve provided us with surface-level answers, but we need to go a bit deeper.” 

“There’s no cause of concern here, Agent Jasper,” Sid responded. “We are happy to share all the details we can related to the care of our best and brightest movie stars!”

“Thank you, Sid. First, how did these stars come into existence again? By what science?”

“I can answer that,” said Bob Cavendish. “As we’ve specified in writing, we consider that a trade secret that is guarded with the highest level of secrecy. We owe that to our investors.”

“And I’m not being dramatic when I say the studio’s survival is based upon this trade secret,” added Sid. 

“We understand your concerns, but the Bureau is commonly trusted with trade secrets in those rare cases where such must be disclosed to demonstrate that existing laws are not being violated. Let me ask you, Sid, do you personally own this technology or does the studio list it as a company asset?”

“We do not own the technology that re-created these movie stars,” Sid replied. Bob jerked forward in his chair, but it was too late. He could see the next question coming. 

“Then, Sid, how can you claim it is a proprietary secret? Only the legal owner of owned processes or information is entitled to protections reserved for trade secrets.” 

“Just a moment, Phil,” said Bob, “it is our contention that trade secret law does apply in this case. Our agreement with the owner requires us to protect his identity and any details of the technology from disclosure. The concern is attempted reverse engineering of the creation process.”

“We can accept that, Bob,” Mike Benchley interjected, “but trade secret law begins with one or more non-disclosure agreements in place. Do you have some form of signed NDA with the lawful owner of the technology? Absent that, I’m afraid we will need more information on the process of re-creation.”

“I’m sorry, Mike, we do have such agreements in place, but they are spoken agreements. Due to the highly competitive nature of Artificial Intelligence and parahuman technology, we were not permitted to have a written agreement for fear the source could inadvertently be discovered.” 

“Parahuman?” asked Mike.

“Yes, that’s the terminology we were given by one of the creating scientists,” replied Bob.

Mike sat for a moment, looking at Phil. Neither wanted the interview to disintegrate this early in the meeting. There were too many questions yet to be answered.  

“Okay, Bob, let’s let that go for now,” Mike responded. “Phil, I’m sorry, please continue.”

“Sid or Bob, I don’t really know who to address this next question to. Do either of you know the composition of the re-created actors? I’m not asking that you reveal anything confidential but are these actors clones, robots, or transhumans? What does it mean that they are ‘parahuman’? We must know how human or close to human ... ” Phil paused. “I don’t know about all of you, but I never imagined having to ask how human a movie star is! Excuse me, but we need to know how close to human they are.”

“And we’re right there with you, Phil,” responded Sid. “We can’t say how close to human any scientist would say they are because we were not involved in the creation process. For us and our investors, it was enough to receive the finished product. It is our understanding that the process involves the previous star’s DNA, a high level of Artificial Intelligence, and the captured memories of the now deceased human star. Does that help?”

“To some extent, yes, and thank you. But, you’ll recall, we asked during our phone call last week about the actor’s living conditions and you asserted these stars are not human. You said they are well cared for, but they do not require the same necessities as a human. I’m not at all trying to sound argumentative, but how can you defend that position if you don’t really know what their biological makeup consists of? Telling us last week these actors are not human, then stating now you don’t know how close to human they are—you can see these are contradictory statements.”  

“Phil, please understand we can only offer the information we were given by the creating lab,” Bob said, quickly adding, “and if I may anticipate your next question, Phil, we are in no way creating an illegal monopoly here. Certainly we were the first to find, embrace, and utilize this technology, but we are in no way prohibiting or impeding other studios from doing their due diligence and pursuing the same or similar technology for the sake of their financial success.” 

Phil didn’t buy Bob’s attempt to change the subject. 

“Bob, where do these stars live? And how are they paid? We’ve checked with the IRS and they have no record of receiving tax information for any of the stars, despite the fact that it’s been a year since you re-created these individuals. Similarly, we find no record of driver’s licenses or social security numbers for any of them. Employers are required to have a social security number and/or driver’s license number as ID for all employees—how do you explain this lack of identifying documents?”

“If I may, Phil,” Cavendish said, “for the most part you won’t find any documents under the name of the former star. Sometimes the name belongs to the estate or trust left behind for the descendants of the deceased actor. When such is the case, the studio arranges to pay royalties for use of the star’s image or likeness, their voice, their legacy, and their name. To prevent issues for the trust, the studio creates an alias, a name for the re-created stars to be used for the sake of legal paperwork and to avoid any confusion with previous taxable income or assets associated with the trust. Where there are no descendants of a given star, or sufficient time has passed since the passing of the star, there is no royalty due to anyone, so the actual star’s name remains associated with the re-created star, but we use an alias on studio documents just the same. And none of the re-created stars drive. They live on the studio lot and are completely cared for by the studio, at studio expense.”

“Now, just a moment,” agent Jasper said, “are these re-created stars not allowed to live off the studio lot? Are they not allowed to own a motor vehicle and to drive?” 

“Phil, these resurrected actors wouldn’t know if they were on the lot or at the Taj Mahal!” Sid said, laughing. “Their lives are a resplendent fantasy. As the re-creating laboratory told us, they have the complete memory bank of the human star. That’s what makes them sound like the real person. And then—get this—they appear to take the scripts we give them and make those a part of their reality! How they reconcile what they were eighty years ago with the characters they’re playing in today’s movies, I haven’t a clue! Now, does that sound human to you?” 

Bob Cavendish tried to hide his frustration, but Mike was looking right at him and could see the dismay. Sid seemed quite proud of himself. He had no clue the firestorm he just ignited. 

“Yes,” Mike responded, “it sounds quite human to me! Like the onset of dementia or some memory disorder—and that mandates professional treatment. Gentleman, I report to the Director of the FBI and he is expecting a full report from me. Based on what I’ve heard, I couldn’t begin to explain who or what these so-called resurrected actors are. We don’t want your proprietary information, but we must know that human life—even if they’re only partially human—is not being abused.” The director turned to Bob Cavendish. “Counselor, people with mental disabilities are a protected class, and the law protects them from being treated unfairly. You might be looking at a Federal ADA action.”

“Now, Director! Let’s not overreact ... ” Mike Benchley cut him off.

“We need to question these re-created stars, if they are capable of such an interview, and we need to see how they are being paid and cared for—how you’re providing for them.” 

Sid now understood the dismay on Bob’s face. “Director ... Mike ... I shouldn’t have to reveal what I’m about to share but you leave me no choice.”

“So, you’ve either not been truthful with me or you’ve not been forthcoming—which is it, Sid?”

“I’ve been protecting information that could ruin the public persona of these actors! Their fans see them as clones—fully human. It is essential we do not destroy that illusion, or this studio could face financial ruin!”

“Your information will remain protected by the FBI so long as doing so does not put these creatures at peril. Are we clear, Sid?”

“Yes, Mike, we’re clear!” Sid snarled. 

“Okay, let’s have the facts.”

“All right. These re-created actors do not eat or drink so, understandably, they do not visit the restroom—unless they’re told to do so to maintain the illusion of humanness. Similarly, they can eat and drink—they can even smoke—but it’s only done for public persona. They only sleep when we put them to sleep. These actors were infused with the full memories of the human actors and are able to employ those memories for thinking, acting, and communicating as the human actor used to. This is made possible through highly advanced artificial intelligence. They were given the human’s weight, build, even their voice. Now, based on the information I’ve shared I think you’ll agree they are not human, they are created. I believe I’ve given you enough. The studio is entitled to the protection of this proprietary information. Am I right, Bob?”

Bob sat motionless for a few moments. He was recalculating his options. He had to contain the damage done by his employer’s big mouth. 

“Yes, Sid, we are. Phil, Mike, the technology involved in the star re-creation process is, as Sid has stated, protected information. We do not have access to the creation process. We can only tell you what we have been told. I believe we have revealed enough.” 

“Counselor,” replied Director Benchley, “I understand trade secrets. And we have yet to explore the possibility of an illegal monopoly. But even if these actors are only partially human, I must assume they are living beings until we establish otherwise. I am not asking for the re-creation process to be divulged, I am asking that agent Jasper and I be allowed to question these re-created actors. If I have to get a court order, I will do so, and I’ll be back this afternoon.” 

“You have no right ... ” Sid began, but Bob Cavendish knew they were not going to win on this point.

“Sid,” Cavendish interrupted, “the Director is making a reasonable request.” 

“But Bob, they are studio property, and we should not have to ... ”

“Sid, it’s time. Director Benchley, as a precaution we must ask that you not reveal anything to the stars that we shared in this meeting. As Sid mentioned, their understanding of who they are is rather difficult to ascertain. It’s certainly not a subject we have broached with them. Further, their self-awareness may not be the same from one star to the next. I honestly don’t know what you’ll find during this interview. This science is nascent. You haven’t seen re-created stars before now, have you?”

“No, I have not.”

“I am an attorney and Sid a businessman. We don’t know how this technological miracle was performed. These beings, referred to by their creator as parahumans, respond to instructions, perform their parts in movies, and do well in public appearances. That’s the extent of our ‘expertise.’ I ask again that you be judicious in your questioning and do not reveal anything of their less-than-human nature to them. Can you agree to this?”

Mike Benchley knew he could get a court order if he had to. But he also knew the request was reasonable and, all things being equal, he should be able to comply. 

“All right Bob, provided the interview does not take some unexpected turn, we can avoid saying anything about the re-created stars being less than human.”

Sid Abrams picked up the phone.

“Lexi, please locate the three and get them to the conference room right away.” The sound of Lexi’s voice could faintly be heard but it was clear Sid was not waiting for her to finish. “Lexi, I understand they are each on different sets. As soon as the soundstage light is off, have security bring them to the conference room by shuttle as quickly as possible. Understood? Thank you.”  

“Sid, you called them simply, ‘the three.’ Do others use this term?”

“It has become a common term on the lot, yes. We have refrained from using the term ‘parahuman’ on purpose. But it has slipped out a few times. I can’t say if the three have picked up on it. I guess time will tell.”

* * *
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LEXI BRISTOL WAS EFFICIENT and SMP Studios did everything first class. Mike and Phil sat back in the deep leather chairs and asked questions about the studio while they waited for the stars to arrive. 

Why did Sid choose to purchase the historic SMP name? How did he decide on which actors to re-create? How did he discover this technology was available? The discussion was pleasant enough, though Sid seemed much more guarded than before. The government respects trade secrets, but a judge might have a different view of the studio hiding behind that wall if they found human life was in danger or abuse was involved. 

The automated conference room doors opened. Pushing three carts covered with white linen tablecloths were young men dressed like waiters on the Titanic. Black slacks, black patent leather shoes, white cap. Each wore a short tailed white waiter’s jacket over a cream colored vest with brass buttons, and a black silk bow tie with upturned collar. They rolled the carts up to the conference table and placed a white Egyptian cotton towel over their left arm, their hands dutifully covered with white linen gloves. They lifted sterling silverware settings from each cart and set them on linen placemats, followed by plates of custom-made Royal Copenhagen Flora Danica bone china embossed with the SMP logo. Phil and Mike sat quietly in the middle of this flurry of activity. A fourth waiter entered with a roller cart featuring a silver tea set and began pouring freshly brewed Hawaiian Kona coffee.

“We must have stumbled on the Ritz Hotel, circa 1940!” Phil whispered. 

“You think Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers are about to dance through those doors?” Mike asked.  

As the waiters placed crepes suzette on their plates, the conference room doors opened once again. 

Mike Benchley almost lost a mouthful of coffee. Phil Jasper sat with the food on his fork, his mouth hanging open. “He can’t be more than thirty-five. How?” 

“Actually, by design, he’s thirty-two,” said Sid. 

He hadn’t walked into the room; it was more of a glide. Every hair of his jet-black mane was slicked back, a slight wave in the hair flowing over his ears. And those ears! Any larger and you’d think he could fly. The pencil mustache, the broad smile—but it was the voice that removed any doubt.

“Sid, you wanted to see me?” 

“Yes, Clark, these gentlemen have some questions for you. This is agent Phil Jasper and Director Mike Benchley, both with the FBI. Gentlemen, may I introduce you to Clark Gable?”

“Well, gentlemen, I’m glad to meet you! Now what would a couple of Hoover boys want with me?”

Both men sat transfixed, waiting for reality to catch up. Had they stepped into a movie—or had he just stepped out of one—more than sixty years after his death? 

“Mr. Gable ... ah ... won’t you sit down?” Phil stammered. 

“Thank you, Phil. Say, what’s for lunch? I’m starving.”

Mike looked at Sid. He said the parahumans could eat but didn’t have to. Was Clark really hungry, or just playing a part? 

“Mr. Gable, I’m Director Mike Benchley. It’s wonderful to meet you, sir. But I should point out we’ve not been called ‘Hoover boys’ for an awfully long time. Director Hoover died fifty years ago this year.”

“Well, I’m sorry to hear that, Mike. I wasn’t aware of that. He was a great American. Say, what did you two want to see me about?”

“Mr. Gable, would you mind answering a few questions for me?” asked Phil.

“Not at all Phil. What’s on your mind?”

“I, well ... ”

“Just spit it out, Phil. We’re all friends here!”

“Yes, sir, thank you. Mr. Gable. Where were you born?”

“In Cadiz, Ohio, in 1901. Why do you ask?”

“How long have you been employed here?”

“By ‘here’ do you mean Hollywood?”

“Well, yes, that’s a good place to start.”

“I’ll tell you, Phil, I began working in Hollywood back in 1924, doing silent pictures. I started work for MGM around 1930 with my first leading role alongside Joan Crawford. You know, Phil, I partnered with her on eight films! But my big break was working with Jean Harlow in Red Dust. Oh, she was a beautiful woman. She died so young. Such a tragic loss. Then I won the Academy Award for the film It Happened One Night. That was with Claudette Colbert. Now she was a fine actress ... ”

“Mr. Gable.” Phil tried to gain some level of control over the interview. “Mr. Gable, would you ... I mean ... do you know what year it is?”

“Of course I do, Phil, it’s 2023. Now, why would you ask me such a question?”

“Well ... I mean ... how old does that make you now?”

“Do you want that in dog years, Phil?” Clark looked at Sid and they both laughed heartily. Sid could see that Phil was struggling to take it all in. That gave Sid a great deal of satisfaction. 

Clark looked back at Phil and asked, “How old do I look to you, Phil?” 

Phil studied Clark’s face. Not a wrinkle, not a blemish, not a streak of gray hair. Hands were steady. He was trim and muscular, no sign of the developing girth that had been on Clark Gable in his fifties. His voice was as strong and clear as any film Phil had ever seen with the human Clark Gable. Seeing him in the flesh—or whatever he was wrapped in—Phil understood why he was known as the ‘King of Hollywood.’ 

“Mr. Gable, I cheated and asked. I was told you are thirty-two years old.”

“I feel like I’m twenty-two, Phil! And I’ve always said you’re as old as you feel!”

“But how do you explain that, Mr. Gable?” asked Mike. “If you were born in 1901 that would make you over one hundred and twenty years old.”

“Say, speaking of time, I’m going to need to get back pretty soon. I was on the set of my new motion picture, scheduled to come out later this year. What else do you want to ask me?”

Phil nodded to Mike. Maybe he could get somewhere with this.

“Mr. Gable, when did you start work with Silverscreen Motion Pictures?”

“Last year, Mike! It was a grand re-introduction that Sid gave me. What a party we had at his place. Seemed like all of Hollywood turned out.” 

“You said, ‘re-introduction.’ What were you doing prior to working at SMP?

“Well, Mike, I was dead!” 

Mike turned toward Sid and Bob. They looked just as surprised.

“You were dead? Tell me about that.”

“I died in 1961, Mike. I don’t think there’s much mystery about that. Heart attack.”

“Mr. Gable, if you were dead, how do you explain your presence here now?” Mike asked.

“Well, I’ll tell you, Mike, that’s a little fuzzy. I can only tell you I’m in the prime of my life and my career, and I’m mighty thankful to be working again, doing what I love so much!”

“Are you married?”

“I have been married. My last wife was Kay Williams. We were married just six years before I died.”

“And what about your wife, Carole Lombard?”

Clark Gable stiffened and his demeanor changed abruptly. He stared at Mike through narrowed eyes, with an expression Mike had not seen since Rhett Butler sidestepped a duel with Ashley Wilke’s little brother. Clark’s reaction was a shock to Sid. His star was exhibiting something Sid had never seen before—outside of a movie scene with required emotion. Sid was quickly on his feet.

“Director, I think you may need to follow those rules you agreed to earlier, don’t you? If you know anything about Clark Gable, you know that he and Carole Lombard were extremely close. They were Hollywood’s dream couple. Why put any man through this sort of questioning? This is coming across a bit heavy handed, even for the FBI!”

“Did you say ‘man,’ Sid? But I thought you said ... ”

“Director, you agreed to keep our discussion confidential,” Bob Cavendish quickly interjected. 

“We are not trying to cause Mr. Gable angst over the loss of his beloved wife or over his relationship with this studio!” Sid emphasized with raised voice. “Do I make myself clear? I expect you to keep your word and eliminate such talk!”

“I don’t understand, Mike,” Clark interrupted. “Why would even a Hoover boy want to touch a point of pain so deep in anyone as this?” Clark seemed to weaken, sitting down before he continued. “I was ‘Pa’ and she was ‘Ma,’ living on our farm together. We were happy. I was happy. Happier than I’d ever been before. She was torn from me in a plane crash. She was out trying to help our country by selling war bonds. And she did, too. She raised over two million dollars in bond sales that afternoon—before she got on that flight. There was no woman like her. You could trust that little screwball with your life or your hopes or your weaknesses, and she wouldn't even know how to think about letting you down. I’ll never get over her death. Never.”

Mike knew he’d heard that line before, the part about Carole Lombard being a ‘little screwball.’ The real Clark Gable had said those very words eighty years ago, speaking with the press after his wife’s death. What had these scientists done? What did Sid or Bob say about placing the memories of the former human into these beings? But the emotion Clark just displayed—this was noteworthy. How could he emote such feeling, such passion without some part of him being human? 

And just like that, when they thought it couldn’t get any more challenging, the doors to the conference room opened once again.

“Say, what’s going on in here? We were just in the hall and heard a bit of temper. Maybe you could use a couple of brawlers on your side, Sid!”

With his fedora pulled low, the brim just above his eyes, and his trademark trench coat, Humphrey Bogart stood before the FBI agents like public enemy number one. Right beside him in an Air Force uniform stood Jimmy Stewart. General Jimmy Stewart according to the insignia. 

“Like Clark, early thirties?” asked Mike Benchley. 

“Right on the money, Mike!” said Sid.

Bogart was smoking a cigarette. That explained the fragrance of tobacco Mike picked up on earlier. California banned smoking in buildings decades before—but you never saw Bogart without a cigarette hanging from his lips. Was this a movie prop? Didn’t matter—if you drop the cigarette, you might as well drop the fedora and trench coat. It would be tantamount to changing history. 

Sid Abrams stood for the honors. “Gentlemen allow me to introduce to you Mr. Humphrey Bogart and Mr. James Stewart. Jimmy, Bogie, this is Agent Phil Jasper and Director Mike Benchley of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. They came here just to see you.”

“Well, a couple of G-men, eh?” Bogart quipped, his cigarette bobbing on his lips. “So that explains all the ruckus! You fellas wanting to shoot an add-on to Jimmy’s old film?” Bogie’s laugh had that same smoker’s rattle that was so familiar in the days before he was diagnosed. These scientists hadn’t missed a detail, Mike thought. 

“You gentlemen will have to forgive Mr. Bogart,” Jimmy said. “He’s speaking of my old film, The FBI Story. That was a long time ago. 1959. If you’ve not seen it, you’ll catch it one of these days on some late, late show!” His gentle country drawl was unmistakable. “You know, I met and worked with Mr. Hoover when I was filming The FBI Story. He was a fine man. It was our nation’s loss when he passed. I don’t suppose either one of you is old enough to have met him.”

“No, Mr. Stewart, we are not,” replied Mike Benchley. “But I saw the film and you did an outstanding job in that effort. It was very supportive of the Bureau’s work. At the risk of sounding patronizing, that film was one of my favorites as a youngster. It influenced my decision to go with the Bureau following law school.”

“Well, that’s very nice to hear, Director! I enjoy hearing my work influenced others to be good citizens of this great country.”

“You know, Mr. Stewart, the current President of the United States, worked with you in Hollywood as a child actor!” Mike suddenly realized he was talking to this person like he was the real Jimmy Stewart. At this point, it would have been hard to convince him this creation was not flesh and bone. But he had to get the interview back on track before Sid could hustle these stars off to their movie set again.

“Would the two of you mind joining us? Maybe have some lunch and answer a few questions?”

“I don’t mind,” replied Bogie, “so long as you don’t dig up any of my past run-ins with the law. You know, I’ve got a bit of a checkered past from my younger days!”

“And I’m perfectly willing to help our government any way I can, Mike. You, too, Phil. Fire away,” said Jimmy. But he hesitated for a moment. “Now, now, there were some bombing missions I flew during Vietnam that were considered classified. I won’t be able to address those with you. Is that all right with you fellas?”

Benchley smiled at Jimmy. “Mr. Stewart, I respect a man who can keep a secret, especially for the sake of his country!”

Jimmy and Bogie sat down next to each other. Director Benchley noted, so far, Clark Gable had turned down food and neither Jimmy nor Bogie
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