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Dedication
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Carter, who made my life worth living.


 


TUESDAY, APRIL 9,
1940

 


The red and white
HOLLYWOOD STARS AND SIGHTS double-decker tour bus rumbled its way
down Melrose Avenue. The gaping gawkers twisted their heads left
and right at impossible speeds in order not to miss a fraction of
whatever it was that they perceived before them. Mercury, Argus,
and Perfex Fifty-five cameras clicked and clacked and whined,
making this one bus sound as if it were an armed convoy firing
small arms weapons as it sped down the road.

The tour guide, a
man in his late twenties who did occasional stunt work in films and
on his days off took voice and acting lessons, was bored out of his
mind as he recited his spiel for the hundred and seventy-eighth
time; but inasmuch as he was the star pupil of his acting class, no
one even had a glimmer of suspicion as to his boredom.

"On our left," he
mellifluously intoned, causing thirty-eight necks to SNAP! Eyes
Left with a precision that would have shamed Bismarck's personal
guard, "we are approaching the front gate of Paramount
Pictures."

"Oooooh," ooohed his
passengers, right on cue. They hadn't gone to acting school, but
they had their lines down pat. Our tour guide felt the time was
right to improvise, to depart from the printed script. "Look over
there, just walking through the gate!" he shouted into his
megaphone with barely-concealed enthusiasm. "Isn't that…Alan
Ladd?"

"Ahhhhh," responded
his chorus, and the whirr and click of cameras drowned out the
sounds of the minor little earthquake that struck Los Angeles at
that moment.

Our tour guide knew
it wasn't Alan Ladd, it was a guy he knew peripherally named Bob
Diller, who edited trailers for the studio. Any slim, quickly
disappearing form could be, as far as the customers were concerned,
anybody. For them, this day, it was Alan Ladd.

The bus continued on
its way, turning onto Constellation. "To your right," the tour
guide said, eyes closed tight against the hot midday sun, "we are
coming up on MGM Pictures."

"Ahhh-ooooh,"
recited the chorus.

The
tour guide opened his eyes, in case there was anything to see. "And
there, folks," he said, departing once again from the
script.
"Getting out of that cab,
I believe it's Fred Astaire." He almost said, I really believe its
Fred Astaire.

"Eeeeeeeee!" wailed the paying customers. "Hi!" they all
cried, because, lo and behold, it was Fred Astaire.
On his way in to work on
Broadway Melody of 1940, he nonetheless stopped and gave the bus a
friendly wave before he walked past the hat-tipping guard and
disappeared behind the high stuccoed walls.

The tour proceeded
apace. Stars' homes, stars' favorite restaurants, the police
precinct where Fatty Arbuckle had been arraigned…one by one every
site in greater Los Angeles worth seeing was taken in, absorbed,
photographed, commented on, digested, and filed away for later-date
Iowa or New Hampshire regalement.

As the bus made its
way back toward the depot, the sights lessened, but still, they
were there.

"On the next
corner," the tour guide said into his amplified megaphone, which,
like him, was getting tired by the end of the day and was squealing
a little, "you'll see the main entrance to Monogram Pictures." He
sighed a tired sigh. "Home to such stars as Duke Wayne and Judy
Canova. I wonder if they're done shooting for the day, because
sometimes as we pass by, we can see the actors leaving…"

No, not today. The
wall in front of Monogram remained unbroken.

After a ten-second
pause—a hopeful pause—in front of the studio, the bus pulled out
into traffic for the last leg of its trip home. As they passed the
Monogram studio, the second intersection to their right was a
narrow, old-looking, rather sad little street that didn't continue
to their left, but just T-intersected the street they were on.
There were a few old adobe houses visible on the street, and what
appeared to be the world's oldest auto repair shop. One sharp-eyed
tourist, looking down the sad little byway, saw, way down at what
might have been the end of the block, what appeared to be a rather
large property enclosed by a chain-link fence. There was a sign on
the fence, which, as the bus passed the intersection, he could see
had the letters TIONS before the angle of the other houses on the
block cut off his view.

"Say, Tony?" he
called to the tour guide. (His name was Gerald, but his nametag
said 'Tony.' All the nametags said 'Tony.') "Is that another studio
down there?"

Tony/Gerald walked
to the back of the bus' upper deck as it moved forward to try and
glimpse what the customer spied. He managed to catch a glimpse of
NS and then they were past the intersection.

Yes, the tour guide
was bored, but he was neither an idiot nor did he dislike his
customers. He wanted to give an honest answer.

He thought, frowned,
shook his head, and said, "No, I'm sorry, I have no idea what that
facility is. No idea. But," he brightened, "in about two minutes
we're going to pass the factory where they make all the costumes
for the Little Rascals pictures!"

We
are more fortunate than our inquisitive bus passenger. For one
thing, he is deceased, as is everyone who was on the bus that day,
gone over the course of time to their rewards. Gerald, just to give
closure, eked out a living as a part-time stunt performer until his
mid-thirties, when he got the first of many small roles as either a
gangster or, more often than not, an American Indian. His last
picture was 1962's "How the West Was Won," where he got to exchange two words
on-camera with Lee Van Cleef.

We are more
fortunate, we repeat, because we can turn down that sad little side
street, and go past the old houses inhabited by retirees who
remembered when Hollywood was wooded with holly trees and not these
motion picture nuts…go past the auto repair shop where no eyebrows
were raised if a 1927 Cadillac Coupe were driven in for service…go
past a vacant lot where the neighborhood kids used to play baseball
and football. We can continue to the end of the pavement, where,
according to the most excruciatingly exact maps, Los Angeles County
ended and unincorporated land began. We may then keep going along a
hard-packed dirt road until we come to a big chain-link fence. The
fence goes six hundred feet in that direction and another four
hundred in the other; it seems to be square, thusly enclosing an
area of just about twenty-three acres, or about three percent the
size of New York City's Central Park. There is a very large gate in
front of us, and a small booth apparently meant to contain a guard,
who seems to be absent at the moment.

We can see several
large buildings within the fence, and a number of smaller ones. One
may have been a very large house, fifty-sixty years ago, but most
of the others appear to be that newfangled prefabricated stuff,
looking like Quonset huts, or sturdy metal tents.

What we have the
advantage to see, that our friends on the bus did not, is the large
sign that hangs precariously by a few coils of wire to the fence on
our right:

AMERICAN HEARTLAND
PICTURES.

The
biggest of the buildings was also apparently the newest. It
appeared to have actually been built, as opposed to the others,
which may have either grown or been dropped there. It was stucco
and adobe, as was common in southern California, but in size it
dwarfed the cluster of other structures on the property. It was the
only one of the buildings with a sign, attached to the side facing
the fence. Like the one on the fence, it read AMERICAN HEARTLAND
PICTURES, but this one featured a map of the United States (or at
least a modestly-artistically-endowed ten year old's conception of
a map of the United States) with a stylized red heart in the
center. For the people who worked at AHP, this was merely, The
Building. At first, they'd called it The Main Building, to
differentiate it from the Writer's Building or the Costume Shop or
the Prop Shop or the Editing Building. After a while, though, it just became The
Building. As in, "Where's Fred?" "Oh, he's over at Prop." "Have you
seen Gary?" "I think he went to Writers." "Is the Boss in?" "Yeah,
I saw him go into the Building about ten minutes ago." If AHP had a
motto, it was Shortcut, shortcut, shortcut.

The Building held
the executive offices, the cafeteria, the accounting and
distribution departments, and the library—film and research. While
the actual films produced by AHP—that is, the literal streams of
celluloid that were sent to movie theatres all over the country for
projection in smoky theaters from Bridgeport, Washington to
Bridgeport, Connecticut were manufactured in a lab thirty miles
away, the master copies of all of AHP's movies were kept in the
basement of the Building. The collection was priceless…in
Continentals or Confederate promissory notes or Tibetan shos. In
dollars, they weren't worth all that much.

American Heartland Pictures was a thriving movie studio making
the cheapest, crappiest movies around…but did them well. That is,
on the first and fifteenth of every month, everyone got a paycheck,
and that was good enough for all concerned. If AHP had a second
motto, it would be,
Good enough is good enough. If they were in the motto business,
they may have appended to the list, Get the cash.

Nobody in the
Building was aware of the STARS AND SIGHTS bus' near-sighting of
their facilities. Most of the people at work in The Building that
April day were gathered in the second-floor projection room, a
dark, windowless room in the corner on the second floor. They sat
in auditorium-like seats, which had in fact been reclaimed from
Calabasas' Warren G. Harding High School when said school underwent
a remodeling, and the prop guys at AHP got to the school before the
garbage collectors. This spared the staff of having to move folding
chairs from the cafeteria each time they wanted to screen a
project.

There was a big
screen fixed to one of the walls of the projection room, about
three-quarters the size of the screen one would find at most movie
theaters (it had been a salesman's sample). There was no separate
projection room, hiding behind a wall with the projectionist's head
peering out from a square cut up near the ceiling, as one might
expect from having seen dozens of old movies. In the AHP screening
room, the projector sat on a table on a raised dais in the back of
the room. Company comptroller Dan Silberman always had to be
reminded to sit on one of the end seats, because at six-six, the
film would be displayed against the back of his head if he sat in
any center or near-center chair.

The screening was
not for some monumental blockbuster preparing for its maiden
voyage; it was just another AHP short. Nonetheless the room was
full, because it was getting onto four-forty-five, and quitting
time was five and everyone who worked in the Building was tired
after a day's work and looking forward to a little break. Since
there were only fifteen seats in the projection room, 'full' did
not mean it rivaled the crowd who endured the premiere of 'Gone
With the Wind' some five months earlier.

In
the first row sat the aforementioned Dan Silberman, all
six-foot-six, one hundred and four pounds of him. Next to him sat
Ted Zuresberg, Senior (sole) Editor, who, had he taken six inches
of Dan's height and exchanged it for two hundred pounds of excess
fat, would have made for two guys of average height and weight. The
seat next to Ted was vacant at present, while the seat next to it
was occupied by Betsy Greenbaum, the boss' secretary/girl
Friday/head of administration/office manager. Her hair was dark
gray, her eyes were dark gray, her clothes were usually gray. The
last printed version of the Oxford English Dictionary had her
picture illustrating the word 'steely.' Everyone called her Mrs.
Greenbaum, even her late husband and grown children. The last seat
in the first row was taken by the gentleman who ran the
Distribution Department, Emile Linkletter, a former silent-movie
comedian whose career ended the day after talkies were introduced
to the general public. Legend has it Mel Blanc modeled Daffy Duck's
voice after 'Looney Tunes' producer Leon Schlesinger. Legend was
wrong. While Mr. Schlesinger may have sounded a little like the
sibilant duck, Emile Linkletter was Blanc's instant and complete
inspiration. One would think that for an early movie comic to talk
like a broken faucet would be the gateway to success and
riches.
Unfortunately, Emile was
the worst actor in the history of the microphone. Silently, he was
a Keatonlike genius. But with that silly voice and his rotten
delivery…? After two monumentally disastrous talking pictures he
got into the distribution end of the business. Theatre managers
across the country were so delighted to take his hilarious, wet
phone calls they'd book anything he offered them. Even an AHP
serial.

In the second row in
the projection room sat Fred Eisen, a balding, dignified
ex-journalist. Following a slight arrest in Mexico City in 1935
after an incident may or may not having to do with a quantity of
marijuana, six young boys, and a small mule, Fred found himself
unwelcome back at Pathé or Fox Movietone News. Although the term
was not used at the time, he'd 're-invented' himself by narrating a
series of informational documentaries for AHP. AHP's next-in-line
motto could have been Renew, re-use, recycle.

Next to him sat AHP
line producers Friedrich Pahverty and Cornelius Rowe, two gentlemen
in their sixties who, it is unfair to say, sort of resembled
Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Both immigrants from either Holland or
Austria or Switzerland, they looked like movie-cast burgomeisters:
blonde, chubby, pink-cheeked, always smiling.

The other seven
seats were occupied by AHP staffers who were not decision-makers.
They were staffers, hired help (including three writers and two
directors) who worked from eight to five, got their paychecks, and
went home. One of them was a man named Winston Niddleman, who had
the title of Head Writer. At the moment, he seemed to be asleep.
Running the projector was Luther Brown, who held three distinctions
at AHP. Luther was the only Negro on the regular payroll. He was by
far oldest person on the payroll (had he been born three years and
nine days earlier, he would have been born into slavery); and he
was the only person on God's green earth who could figure out the
projector. AHP's only projector. A projector rumored to have been
thrown in the garbage by Thomas Edison as he muttered, "This damn
thing can't be made to work."

There was quiet in
the room as everyone awaited the appearance of The Boss. There
wasn't dead silence or any sense of dread…the people present just
didn't have anything to say to one another this afternoon. When he
was ready, The Boss would arrive, they'd screen the latest product,
murmur approval, and go home. Eventually. Mrs. Greenbaum would go
straight home, as would The Boss and Luther. One of the writers,
along with a director, would stop at a popular Burbank brothel
first. Just about everyone else would stop at their favorite
watering hole and try to drown the memories of another day at
AHP.

It was seven minutes
to five when the door to the room opened and The Boss finally
arrived. At five-eight and a hundred ninety pounds, with a big fat
cigar perched between his teeth, Farley Rottenwood reminded
everyone of a somewhat-more-handsome Edward G. Robinson. While
Silberman wore a suit, which none of the other men did, it was
obviously two sizes too small and had been laundered instead of dry
cleaned. The Boss' suit, on the other hand, looked like it had just
come off a fitting dummy at Saville Row's most exclusive
haberdashery. His full head of black hair was slicked back to
perfection, and his shoes CLICK-CLACKED with the proud sound of
newly replaced soles. He nodded a quick, relatively friendly hello
to everyone present and took his seat in the middle of the front
row.

No one had ever seen
him without a cigar; people who worked for him for ten years could
never recall a time he was without one. On the other hand, no one
had ever seen him with a LIT cigar. He would always just keep an
unlit one in his mouth while reading, talking, presiding over
meetings. At meals, he would set the cigar down, eat and drink,
then between courses or while awaiting coffee and dessert stick the
cigar back into his mouth. People speculated he was probably
supporting the economy of Cuba all by himself.

People were wrong.
Farley Rottenwood had been utilizing the same cigar as a prop for
the past seven years. When he got home, Mrs. Rottenwood would take
paper towels and carefully, almost reverently, dry off the
glossopharyngealed end, and then carefully put it back into a piece
of cellophane. The next day, at the office, in front of witnesses,
Rottenwood would take the cigar out of its re-wrapper, thusly
convincing everyone he had an inexhaustible supply of the brown
sticks. The one before this lasted nine years, three months, and
two days, and The Boss was out to break his own record.

He turned back to
Luther. "Okay, Luth, let's screen this piece of shit," he said.

"Gotcha, Boss!"
Luther agreed, killing the lights, and began his alchemic operation
of the projector.

Neither Pahverty nor
Rowe nor Eisen were offended by the use of the word 'shit.' That
was the way, back in the day, producers and executives referred to
their film projects. David. O. Selznik probably described 'Gone
With the Wind,' in private, as a 'Civil War piece of shit.' Carl
Laemmle Jr. likely talked about 'All Quiet on the Western Front' as
a 'World War I piece of shit.' Doubtless George Lucas, in speaking
to colleagues, called the in-progress 'Star Wars' a 'science
fiction piece of shit.'

There was not so
much a 'whirr' as the hissing and clacketing of a million
rattlesnakes as the old projector began rotating its spools. After
sufficient blankness on the illuminated screen, the numbers
10-9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2-1 appeared in sequence. More blankness, and
then, from small speakers mounted in two opposite corners of the
room, the beginning of the overture to Wagner's opera Rienzi began
blaring its long trumpet note. The screen began to show images:

An Esso© map of the
U.S. with the American Heartland Pictures logo superimposed over
it.

That FADES OUT, and
we FADE IN on a different title card:

"AMERICAN HEARTLAND
PICTURES Presents A News Featurette Presented by FRED EISEN, the
'Eisen Ears' of America"

That FADES OUT, and
another title FADES IN:

"Born Without a
Body"

 


CUT TO –
INTERIOR

A typical American
living room, ca. 1940

 


EISEN
[voiceover]

You might think this
is a typical American living room of 1940. But look closer.

 


CLOSE SHOT OF AN
EASY CHAIR

 


Look closely. You
may think this is just a chair. But look closer…closer…can you see
him? No, I didn't think so. But if you look closely enough, you
will see that this chair is occupied. That's right. Sitting in this
chair is thirty-three year old Terrence O'Reilly. Still can't see
him? Well that's because Terrence O'Reilly was born without a
body!

 


CUT TO – INTERIOR –
A DOCTOR'S OFFICE

A very old gentleman
in a white doctor's smock with a stethoscope draped around his neck
is sitting at a desk in front of a bookcase. A caption title at the
bottom of the screen reads, "Dr. Leslie Guilfoyle, Oxnard CA."

 


DR. GUILFOYLE

Yes, Terrance was
one of the strangest cases I'd ever seen in my eighty-six years as
a practicing physician. There was nothing untoward indicated during
the time his mother was carrying him, but at the birth…well, I
understand the need to be delicate…there was nothing there. It is
not unknown for babies to be born without arms or legs, or even,
poor things, hearts; but little Terrence was born totally and
completely without a body. It baffled me then, and now,
thirty-something years later, it still baffles me. Although I am
very pleased to say, that as far as I know, despite his handicap,
Terrence has lived a completely normal, happy life.

 


CUT TO – INTERIOR -
THE O'REILLY LIVING ROOM

WE SEE THE EMPTY
CHAIR

 


 


EISEN
[voiceover]

Yes, this brave
young man did not let the lack of a body stop him from living a
normal life and eagerly pursuing the American dream.

 


CUT TO – INTERIOR –
A HIGH SCHOOL GYM

 


An overweight
gentleman in a sweatshirt with a whistle around his neck. The
caption identifies him as "Coach Fox, Alameda High School."

 


COACH FOX

Terry was a great kid, went out for every sport we had. I'll
admit, he wasn't terribly successful at track, because we'd never
be able to tell when he finished…he went out for baseball, but he
walked every time he came up to bat—we couldn't see his strike
zone, y'unnerstan'. So we had to cut him from the team…He tried
basketball but couldn't grasp the ball…But I have to say the kid
had heart. No, I don't mean he had a heart, he had, um, gumption,
ambition, spirit. Great kid, Terry. Hadn't thought about him
much till you guys
showed for this newsreel. What's he up to?

 


CUT TO –
INTERIOR

THE O'REILLY LIVING
ROOM

WE SEE THE EMPTY
CHAIR

 


EISEN
[voiceover]

What is he up to,
indeed, Coach Fox? After a stint in the U.S. Navy, Terrence is now
happily married and the father of two adorable children.

 


PULLING BACK

So we see more of
the room. The room is completely devoid of human life.

 


EISEN
[voiceover]

And here they are
now, the little scamps, four-year-old Brian and his three-year-old
sister Regan. [Pause] Hey, kids, simmer down! Leave your old man
be! My, don't they look just like their father?

 


PATTY O'REILLY, a
woman of about thirty, enters the room.

 


EISEN
[voiceover]

Now here's the
little woman herself, Terrence's wife Patty. How are you,
Patty?

 


PATTY [to the
camera]

Oh, just fine, Mr.
Eisen. A little nervous at being on film.

 


EISEN
[voiceover]

Well, don't be,
Patty. Tell us, what's it like being married to a man who has no
body?

 


PATTY
[contemplates]

Well, it's
different, I can tell you that. Of course, he don't eat much, so
cooking is a breeze. Since he don't need to wear clothes, laundry
day is a snap. He doesn't talk, so I can never remember us every
having a quarrel or a spat, ever. I must say, he is a good provider
and is wonderful with the children, and the neighborhood kids, they
all just adore him. He don't drink, he don't gamble, and he's
just…well, I love him to pieces

 


EISEN
[voiceover]

Are there any
disadvantages to being married to a man without a body?

 


PATTY [screws up her
face in thought]

Nope…nope…nothing
that I can think of offhand.

 


ANOTHER ANGLE –
FEATURING THE CHAIR

 


EISEN
[voiceover]

And there you have
it, another story of American triumph over adversity, another story
of American gumption, know-how and spirit. For American Heartland
Pictures, I'm Fred Eisen, the Eisen Ears of America. Goodnight,
everyone, God bless you, and God bless America.

With a FLAPFLAPFLAP
the end of the film ran through the projector as the screen went
white. Luther deftly shut the machine off and flipped on the light
at the same time. There was a vaguely tense silence as everyone
shifted their eyes slightly to get a look at what the Boss was
doing.

Farley Rottenwood
rolled the cigar around in his mouth a few times, carefully but
surreptitiously taking care not to get any teethmarks in it.

"'Tz's good," he
announced after ten seconds of carefully choreographed pretending
he would scrap the thing. "Emile, get this thing out there. Try the
Plantagenet chain first, they owe me."

"Tttthhhscchchsure
thing, Bothththththth," Emile agreed. [Okay, that's the end of the
phonetics lesson. We all know how Emile sounds like Daffy Duck, so
we will spare you the onomatopoeias.]

"Fred," Rottenwood
continued, turning slightly in his chair to look over his shoulder,
"good piece. I almost failed not to realize it was complete
bullshit."

"Um, beg your
pardon, Mr. Rottenwood," the gray-haired gentleman responded, "but
it's a true story."

The cigar stopped
its oral rotation. Rottenwood stared at Fred Eisen. "If I thought
for a fraction of a second you weren't kidding, Fred, I'd have you
put to sleep right on the spot."

Eisen almost
bristled in his seat. "Mr. Rottenwood, I am many things, but I am
not a perpetrator of fraud upon the American public. I am the Eisen
Ears of America. That…" he nodded toward the blank screen, "is a
true story."

Cornelius Rowe
leaned back a little in his seat and, looking past the back of
Eisen's head, caught the boss' eye. Very gingerly, he pointed his
index finger at his ear and rotated it in a circle three times,
then nodded toward Eisen. Rottenwood flared his nostrils and took a
deep breath, indicating he got it.

"Of course, Fred, of
course," he said, smiling. "Just busting your chops a little. Great
piece, Fred, great piece." He stood up. "Okay, everyone, let's go
home."

"To your house?"
Niddleman asked, to a slight chuckle from the others.

"Whaddaya, a glutton
for punishment?" Rottenwood snapped back at him, earning a bigger
laugh.

With murmured goodbyes, everyone slowly filtered out of the
room. As Rottenwood left, he paused by the projector, where Luther
was performing some kind of technical wizardry that would remain
unrivaled in world history until Terminator II; to wit, he was
removing the film from the projector without making coleslaw out of
it.

"Luth, you'll get
that to Pinky's Lab on your way home?" The Boss asked.

Luther smiled at
him. "Ain't I always?"

Rottenwood gave him
a cigar-filled grin. "Don't know what I'd do without you, Luth.
You're the glue holding this nuthouse together."

"Then how's about a
raise?" Luther asked with a mock-serious look on his face.

"Ask Mrs.
Rottenwood, the real boss, not me," Rottenwood called as he left
the room.

Luther chuckled. The
game was still fun after almost fifteen years. He got the precious
film back on its spool and put it into its container. "You and me,
dear," he said to it, "got us a date at Pinky's."


 


WEDNESDAY, APRIL 10TH, 1940

 


No
matter what the clock said, Farley Rottenwood always awoke just at
dawn. If the clock said six when the sun rose, he got up at six; if
the clock said seven when the sun appeared, he got up at seven. Nor
did it matter what time he went to bed, whether he got three hours'
sleep or ten hours' sleep, Farley Rottenwood slept until the sun
came up and, like a rooster, he was awake. He liked to think that
was because, like a cartoon rooster, he himself was Cock of the
Walk, the preening center of his universe, be it farmyard or movie
studio. A biographer, were he ever to have one would have probably
decided he got up at dawn because Feigl Ruttenholtz, born January
6th,
1888, in Poltava, the Ukraine, learned at a very early age that the
thugs and anti-Semites tended to sleep late; and so if a short Jew
wanted to go from Point A to Point B, and survive, he'd better do
it early in the morning. This way the few chickens would have their
eggs absconded, the one cow would be milked and the two goats would
be fed so that Feigl would be in the relative safety of the
classroom at eight-thirty before the would-be Cossacks stirred from
their beds. Coming home from school, of course, was another matter,
but Feigl possessed a smattering of natural cunning that usually
let him avoid trouble. He also had the facility, when backed into a
corner, to be able to put on a pretty decent defense before he
would be pummeled into lumpy borscht. Taking a respectable beating,
though, usually bought him three or four days of grudging
coexistence from his Russian Orthodox peers. Getting up at dawn
also left a few precious minutes to study the Talmud in the
mornings, that fount of knowledge and backstop of Jewish
philosophy. Rabbi? Lawyer? Who knew? Farmer, definitely not! Feigl
used to daydream of the day when he would be living in a two-story
house in maybe Kiev, or (gasp) Moscow, to be able to put on a suit
and go to work in an office(!)—maybe in the Tsar's civil service.
He swore to himself, in the way ten-eleven-twelve year olds always
swear to themselves, that he would still get up every day at dawn
to read the Mishnah, the legal commentaries and opinions of five
thousand years of Jewish thought. One could make a good living in
service to the Tsar and still be a good Jew.

The Tsar never got
the opportunity to put Feigl Ruttenholtz on the Imperial payroll.
In 1905, after the first, somewhat abortive Bolshevik uprising,
gray heads of first, second and third-cousinhood all with some
tentative claim to Ruttenholtz relativity gathered at some obscure
uncle's house. At the end of a noisy three day non-stop shouting
and chicken-consuming marathon, Feigl found himself, along with two
cousins (strangers to him, named Nadia and Dov) on a long
succession of trains and a ship and then more trains until, dazed,
bewildered, lost…they found themselves in some godforsaken
wild-west American cowboy village called 'Chicago.' They were
scooped up at the train station by a prosperous-looking young man
who introduced himself to Feigl as his uncle-twice removed Lev. To
the other boy he introduced himself as his cousin-three times
removed Lev. The girl discovered he was her nephew Lev, although he
was at least fifteen years older than her. The three of them were
instructed to just call him 'Lev.'

Feigl and Nadia were
installed into two tiny rooms in Lev's basement. To be generous, it
was one medium/small room with a balsam-wood divider.
Somewhat-cousin Dov was sent off to live with the oft-mentioned but
never seen Uncle Sasha and Aunt Feodora in some forgotten corner of
the universe called 'Houston.' Dov was never heard from again,
although we of course wish him nothing but happiness.

Feigl, seventeen at
the time of his arrival in Chicago, and Nadia, sixteen, were
immediately enrolled in a small private school specializing in
turning Emma Lazarus' welcomed if huddled masses into
English-speaking, God-fearing, flag-waving, Jesus-by-gum AMURICANS.
Feigl took to the English like white to rice and appreciated the
flag with all his heart. But said a polite no thank you to the
Jesus. He and Nadia lived for three years in Lev's basement, going
to school and taking whatever jobs were available in the
neighborhood shops: sweeping, clerking, bookkeeping, sweeping,
stocking shelves, short-weighing out roasts and potato salad,
sweeping.

The balsam wood
divider in Lev's basement proved not to be much of a deterrent to a
couple of kids, one eighteen and one seventeen. They had a brief
discussion of the distance between first-cousinhood and their own
rather tentative and far-flung family tree relations. That allowed
them to teach each other a few things that the instructors at the
American Immigrant Institute failed to include on the curriculum.
This went on until Nadia was twenty. Thirsting for more of this
knowledge than Feigl could give her, she promptly found herself
pregnant by the local butcher's son, and was just as promptly
married to the stunned lad.

Despite the
inauspicious start, they had a long and happy marriage, made
happier when the groom eventually went from being the probable
inheritor of Cohen's Choyce Butchery Shoppe to end up a Vice
President at the Armor Meat Company. One may shed a tear of joy and
nostalgia for them, for of course, as we speak, they have both long
since gone to their own blesséd beyond.

Shortly after
Nadia's nuptials, Uncle Lev realized he had half of a corner of his
basement back, and that maybe it was time to recoup the other half.
Feigl never gave him an ounce of trouble; on the contrary, he was a
smart, sometimes tough, but always polite kid. Still, Lev's wife
Natasha was bulging with her fourth Lev-redux, and it was time for
cousin Feigl to get off the pot.

"What do you think
you want to do with yourself, with your life?" Lev asked him one
day.

A graduate of the
AII was determined, legally, to have a high school diploma, so
Feigl was already a little better off than a lot of other
twenty-one year old Chicagoans. Yet what kind of career was open in
this city for someone who could recite commentaries from Jewish
laws and philosophy, and sweep a floor like nobody's business? He'd
put off thinking about the future, because he had a roof, a few
pennies in his pocket, and a playmate on the other side of the thin
wall—who needed anything more?

It was time for a
life-changing decision. Instantly.

Feigl had a fast
brain. It kept him alive for seventeen years in a hotbed of
anti-Semitism and government-sanctioned pogroms, in times of plenty
and times of want. It had helped him thrive here in the vastness of
the American wilderness, where the semi-Americanized Pollacks did
their best to make a Jew's life unpalatable, even without
government sanction. Feigl's brain raced while
Uncle/Cousin/Landlord Lev waited for an answer. Lev only had to
wait about two and a half seconds. Feigl's speedy wits immediately
flashed to those times when he had an extra nickel in his
pocket—either given as a gift by Lev, saved from paltry wages or in
the form of five pennies short-changed from five different
customers. That extra nickel would get one into the Haymarket, or
maybe Havlin's Theatre, for a vaudeville show. Six times a day,
seven days a week, dogs would prance, comics would risk death by
thrown fruit, dancers would sing and singers would dance and the
Flying Rutabagas would do their acrobatic astonishments. People
from nine to ninety would attend the shows. How was one to know
that 'The Four Nightingales' would, years later, become the Marx
Brothers? Who could foresee, when laughing at the antics of one
Nathan Birnbaum, that he'd one day be known at the George of 'Burns
and Allen,' or his friend Benjamin Kubinski would go down in
entertainment history as 'Jack Benny'? Vaudeville was a magic
world, a world of fantasy and promise and delight. In seconds,
Feigl made his decision.

"I want to go into
show business," he said to Lev.

There was no such
word as 'paralegal' in 1910, but that's what Lev did for a living.
He was far from a genius, but he was just as far from being a
schmuck. He nodded. "What do you think you can do, Feigl? Sing,
dance? You've got a good, quick wit, maybe you should be a
comedian."

Feigl scowled at Lev
for the first time in four years. "A performer?" he said, as if the
word were a foul curse. "Are du mesuge? I want to be an agent, a
manager. Let the putzes do the work, schlepping their tokheses from
city to city. I'll sit in a nice office and collect my ten
percent."

Lev beamed at
him.

Rottenwood's biographer, mentioned above, has yet to put pen
to paper, so an examination of the next several years, with the
reporting of correspondence, the studying of contracts, the poring
over of scrapbooks and the spreadsheeting of train schedules based
on preserved ticket stubs, must of necessity be skimmed
over. In merciful
brevity, we can disclose the following: the very next day, with
Lev's help, Feigl Ruttenholtz legally changed his name to something
American, i.e., to Farley Rottenwood. A week later, he rented a
desk at the law firm where Lev worked and incorporated Farley
Rottenwood Enterprises.

It would be crude,
crude, crude and childish, childish, childish to say that Farley
Rottenwood had a big pair of balls. It would be appropriate to say
that Farley Rottenwood, at five-foot eight, carrying maybe thirty
pounds more than was perfect for his frame, had more chutzpah in
that round body than the entire Yale football team put together.
For fifteen years Rottenwood ran an extremely successful agency out
of Chicago—from a single desk in his cousin's office, by 1925 he
had an entire floor in a building on State Street with a staff of
almost thirty. Nobody who owned a theatre in Illinois, Wisconsin,
Michigan, Indiana, Ohio, Iowa, Minnesota or the Dakotas ever went a
week without booking at least one act that came through the
Rottenwood offices. Fortunately for Farley, there were a lot of
theatres out there.

Alas, as time
marched on, but slowly, slowly, slowly, the live theatres started
to shift over to movies. The Golden Age of the silent movie—of D.W.
Griffith, Dorothy Gish, Lon Chaney, Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd,
F.W. Murnau, Emil Jannings, and Gloria Swanson—was the slow poison
that eventually killed vaudeville. On the other hand, it was the
phenomenal phoenix of a new entertainment.

Farley Rottenwood
was by no means the first to have the scales fall from his eyes. By
1928 he knew that his brand of theatre was left with just a few
spasms left to it, so he joined the exodus to Hollywoodland,
California. He didn't quite know what he was going to do when he
got there, but he trusted he'd figure something out.

He first looked up
an old friend from the vaudeville days, Shmuel Gelbfisz, who'd set
up digs in L.A. and changed his name first to Samuel Goldfish, and
then again to Samuel Goldwyn. Goldwyn was delighted to give his old
pal Feigl a job at the new studio, managing the screen talent.
Unfortunately, Goldwyn's partner, Lazar Meier (later known as Louis
B. Mayer) recognized in this Rottenwood a direct threat to his own
power at the new studio, and after some internal difficulties, in
1930, Farley Rottenwood found himself out of a job.

The
Great Depression was just starting to feel its oats, and while
there were a lot of people running around in America out of work,
there were still some substantial hoards of money laying around,
looking to be invested. Rottenwood had put of some
his own money
away.
More importantly, he had
an excellent personal and professional reputation with a number of
banks that were still solvent. More importantlier, he had an
excellent reputation with several bankers who had, thanks to
Rottenwood, reveled in the arms of some two-bit silent film starlet
or other. It was a win-win-win setup, with the banker living a
fantasy; a farm girl from Kansas who wanted to be in the movies
getting to know the money guys; and Farley Rottenwood, talent
manager over at MGM, making friends all over the place.

It
turned out that shortly after Mr. Mayer gave Mr. Rottenwood his walking papers
a gentleman named Morris Greenbaum was killed in an unfortunate
automobile accident. Before the body was decently interred (and
remember, Jewish funerals are supposed to take place within
twenty-four hours of the passing), American Heartland Pictures,
which had been owned by Mr. Greenbaum, was purchased—for cash—by
one Farley Rottenwood.

The rest was showbiz
history.

As dawn turned to
daylight this tenth day of April 1940, Farley Rottenwood got out of
bed, stretched, yawned, scratched, ran his hand through his
thinning hair, and did all the other stuff human beings do when
it's time to get up. About twenty minutes later, in his suit pants
and a long-sleeved white shirt and tie, he went into the
kitchen.

Femina Rottenwood
was already in the kitchen. Femina wasn't an early riser like her
husband of ten years—she got her eight hours of sleep every day.
Femina's habit was to go to bed at around six P.M., just about when
Farley was getting home from the studio, and sleep like a baby
until four in the morning, when she'd get up and go about her daily
duties. What with all the milkman jokes that have been with us
since time immemorial, Femina Rottenwood was the only person the
milkman actually saw as he delivered moojuice to the Hollywood
hoi-polloi: most people in or on the periphery of show business
didn't go to bed until three or four in the morning, with noon the
official start of the day. That's where the joke ended, at least in
this case, seeing as how the Rottenwood milkman was almost seventy.
Farley sauntered into the kitchen and sat himself down at the
table. Within arm's reach of him was the icebox; coffee percolated
on the stove; the glass-fronted cabinet groaned under the weight of
various breakfast cereals. Nonetheless he marched straight to the
table and plopped himself down.

"Get me some coffee,
will ya?" Farley asked Femina, who was sitting at the table
herself, reading yesterday's Hollywood Reporter.

"Get you some
coffee?" she repeated, pretending to be surprised. "You lazy
schmendrick, what do I look like, your mother?"

Farley fixed her
with a dead stare. A hundred remarks shot like a lightning storm
through his mind. After about two seconds, he said, very calmly,
"Yes. That's why I married you."

Mildly annoyed at
first at his demanding demeanor, Femina felt her face flushing with
anger and indignation. That was not a nice thing to say, even for
him. That was…that was wrong. That was…that was…There's no room for
another nail in the coffin of this marriage, she thought.

Without a word, she
got up and got him his coffee. By the time she got back he'd
appropriated her paper and was leafing through it. "Hmmm," he said,
thinking out loud. "Disney's still raking it in with that, uh,
Pinocchio." He deigned to look up at her as she set his coffee mug
in front of him. "Whaddaya think, we should do something
animated?"

"What, change your
formula, and risk losing the Academy's lifetime achievement award?"
she sneered. She wanted him to get mad, to be hurt like he'd hurt
her a minute ago. Instead, he just smirked and took a mouthful of
coffee, turning his attention back to the paper and dismissing her
from his universe. She took her own half-full cup of coffee and
went into the living room.

She thought about
snapping on the RCA Victor radio, but decided against it. It was
more rewarding to just brood.

Femina Rottenwood
started life in Bialystok, Poland, on February 19, 1901. No, that's
not exactly accurate. Fania Zahavi came into the world at that time
and place. Born into a family of landholders and bankers, she grew
up in relative comfort bordering on slight wealth. It was from
opportunity, and not fear, which incited her family to immigrate to
the United States in 1911. If her future husband took to America
like white to rice, adorable little ten year old Fania took to it
like a parrot to a pirate. She Americanized so fast that by the age
of twelve she would no longer answer to 'Fania,' not even when
addressed by her parents or siblings: she was heretofore FANNY.

When Fanny was
fifteen, her parents decided to move the brood west. New York City
was clogged with so many Jews it was becoming difficult to make an
honest white-collar living anymore. Yet in the wilds of Death
Valley, or Pocahontas, or whatever…

We
will be cute and glib and say Fanny fell in love with the movies
before the train from New York came to a complete stop in Los
Angeles. An extremely attractive girl by the standards of the day,
she began making her way around the studios. By 1918 she
was appearing in teeny bit
parts in unimportant movies. Fanny could act, in the overblown,
histrionic silent-movie, eyes-wide-open, hand-over-mouth,
fall-on-your-ass style in vogue at the time. It was in 1926 she
changed her name from Fanny Zahavi to the more exotic and sexier
Femina DeStroi. It was in1927, with the advent of talkies that
Femina's career nosedived. She could act; that is, she was a great
pantomimist. Unfortunately, remembering lines and delivering them
coherently were not her strong points. Her name had appeared in
silent film credits third or fourth below Fatty Arbuckle, Mabel
Norman and/or Mary Pickford a couple of times, but with the
invention of synchronized sound, she was quickly relegated to being
just another face in the crowd scenes. Maybe they'd let her point
and shout "Look!" …for the first six takes, anyway, until they got
someone else to do it right.

By 1931 she was
pounding the pavement, quite literally going from door to door,
looking for acting work. One happy day she knocked at the door of
American Heartland Pictures. The relatively new owner, one
Rottenwood, saw her and took a liking to her…as fodder for his
banker friends. She was an extremely attractive woman in her late
twenties, with doubtless several good 'afternoon matinees' left in
her. To farm her out just like that, immediately, would have made
her nothing but a whore; his banker friends wanted starlets,
actresses who had some kind of fame, however small. So Farley, to
be able to say she had a résumé, gave her a few small roles in some
of his masterpieces.

A funny thing
happened. He did not pimp her out. He fell in love with her, and
she more or less with him, and in 1932 she became Mrs. Femina
Rottenwood.

Now, almost nine
years later, she sat silently in her living room while her coffee
grew cold.

From somewhere else
in the house, she heard him call, "I'm leeea-ving!" She heard the
door shut and the car start. She sat there for another three
minutes until she was sure he hadn't forgotten his hat. Or his
poison, God willing.

When she was quite sure he was gone, she got up and went over
to the house's only phone, perched regally on its own table in a
corner of the living room. She dialed a number. It rang twice, and
a man answered. "Hello?" he said.

"It's me," Femina
said. "He's gone to the studio. Can…can you come over?"

The four second
pause was probably meant to be a gentle tease. "Sure, honey," the
man agreed. "Be right there."

They hung up. Femina
smiled and drank her coffee. It was cold, but she didn't care.
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The Lancaster Hotel
was located on Vista del Mar, in the El Segundo section of Los
Angeles. One would think, overlooking the Pacific Ocean as it did,
the Lancaster would brag of its luxury and refinement, like the
Waldorf Astoria in New York or San Francisco's Fairmont Hotel. The
Lancaster was not in that class. Being cap-a-pied with Mines Field,
which would years later become LAX, it mostly did its business with
transient business travelers and the occasional seaman who couldn't
find his way back to his ship. The bar, however, did a lucrative
and very discreet business mostly involving ladies who tended to
work in the evening hours. In fact, if the ladies didn't rent rooms
there, the Lancaster would have been only about thirty percent full
on any given night.

The windows were
open in Room 1212 at ten-oh-five on Friday morning, to catch the
not-unpleasant sea breeze. Unfortunately, it also let in the
occasional drone of a Clipper heading for a landing or taking off
from Mines, but that was the price one had to pay to get a room on
the top floor of a hotel.

Two
men sat in the room, each reading the Los Angeles Times. The one
who, charitably, looked like a big fat slob, was named, according
to the driver's license and other identifying papers in his wallet, Remo Cavalli. With
his dark hair and somewhat swarthy skin tone, he certainly looked
Italian. Other identification with his photo on it
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