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Book description:

1996. Beverly Hills, California.

Sherman Lee is a wildly successful action movie producer with one obsession left: critical respect. But his temper, indulgences, and irrational demands have made him difficult to work for — no assistant lasts more than a few days.

Until Emily Karelin.

Disciplined, grounded, and far removed from Hollywood excess, Emily steps into Sherman’s home office with no industry experience — and no idea what she’s walking into. Navigating his unpredictable demands is challenging enough. But when Sherman’s best friend, internationally adored movie star Wesley Barron, becomes captivated by her, the stakes turn personal.

Will Emily survive Sherman’s loyalty tests?
Can she resist the charm of a renowned movie star?
In a world built on ego, image, and ambition, Emily must decide how much she’s willing to endure and what does loyalty truly cost?
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​PREFACE
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Doing research for a book set in the last decade of the last century was a memorable experience. 

Online I’d watched archived footage from the 1990s and saw how popular that era was with individuals of all ages. People missed those simpler days. Malls were thriving, inflation wasn’t outlandish, and humans interacted in real time, not with a screen separating them. Plastic straws were in every drink. Videos were rented bearing ‘be kind rewind’ stickers. Even in California, gas prices were around one dollar per gallon and movie tickets were as low as $2.50. There were more bookstores both chain and independent. Coin-operated newspaper vending machines were prevalent, along with pay phones, phone directories, and mailboxes. Newsstands were abundant in Los Angeles, and every weekday the most famous trade journals, The Hollywood Reporter and Variety were read by insiders and wannabes.

An early  paperback version of North of Sunset had a generic cover featuring an ocean at sunset. It never was the cover I had in mind because this tale takes place in a prime section of the renowned city of Beverly Hills north of Sunset Boulevard. The further north into the hills you go, the higher the price of that estate, villa, or modern glass house. Up there, the privileged homeowners get that superior view of the City of Angels; those wealthy residents looking down on the flats of Beverly Hills and beyond.

Bountiful tropical foliage and high walls keep passersby from staring into the exclusive homes. Barricades prevent us from knowing what goes on behind those walls, beyond those gates. Omnipresent security signs scare off potential stalkers and criminals. What secrets lurk inside those exclusive compounds reserved only for the Hollywood elite?

Here is one such story...
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Sunday

[January 1996]
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THE IMAGES THAT FLASHED on the private movie screen were ones that few people had ever seen. A Navy patrol boat floating upriver past a French plantation incongruously located in the Vietnamese jungle. A quick shot of a surfboard at the back of the boat. Alternating dream and nightmare-like impressions swirled and faded, mesmerizing Sherman Lee. Even with the ‘scenes missing’ signs, grease pencil markings and lack of voice-over, the 288-minute long version of Apocalypse Now in its uncut version signaled the pure genius that later won awards and mesmerized and inspired millions. He had arrived in Hollywood just after filming began in 1976 and by reading the trades knew that it was being made in the Philippines. Sherman was one of the inspired.

Sherman turned to his left to look at the youthful and genetically blessed aspiring actress who was on the verge of falling asleep. If she had hoped to launch her acting career, her lack of film appreciation, coupled with a busy day selling shoes to the stars, cancelled her dream.

To his right was his friend of nearly twenty years, Wesley Barron. Sherman knew him since they had cleaned offices at Warner Bros together, around the time Francis Ford Coppola was working on his quintessential Vietnam film. Wesley had been known by a different name back then and was still an innocent young man who’d only gone out on a few dates. He was unaware of how naturally handsome he was, along with his talent for being able to slip into character. After his shift ended one morning just after sunup, Wesley walked by soundstage number eight on his way to clock out. He never did. A casting director greeted the skinny young man with a loud “Hey you!” which Wesley almost ignored as he wanted to go home and get some sleep. However, something made him stop. He was cast in a detective movie as a minor character that ignited his career. Wesley never had to empty out a waste can or clean another executive toilet again.

Sherman wasn’t as lucky at first. He knew he wanted to be a producer. Back in San Antonio, Texas, he wanted to be something other than a rancher. He looked around him, momentarily content. He had his own screening room in a converted stable outside his house. He lived inside a walled estate in Beverly Hills, north of Sunset, in some of the costliest real estate in Los Angeles County. Having just screened a work of art that he was one of the privileged few to see, along with his rather unappreciative audience of three, he sighed. Wesley was busy chatting with the other aspiring actress, a vivacious redhead who earned her wages as an escort. 

Wesley got up, took a gulp of Jack Daniels and proceeded to launch into a mock tirade as homage to Martin Sheen’s character’s violent encounter with the mirror in the beginning of the film. The only difference was the fact that in the footage Sherman had just seen; Martin was actually very drunk when he slammed his fist into the mirror, watching his own blood oozing from his hand.

Sherman had been that drunk before. He snapped his fingers and Wes gave him the bottle. Sherman took a long swig. The producer paused and then took another. He wanted to get really drunk. He wished he could produce and direct a film that would endure like Apocalypse Now had. A film that would incite heated arguments from college campuses to VFW halls. An enduring motion picture, a monument; testifying to his reputation as an artist; not just as a successful producer.

The impatient producer got out of his seat and went outside. In the cold January night, he was surprised to see it was raining hard. Looking behind him, the open door revealed a pacing Wesley who was being watched by the escort. Sherman’s date was sound asleep.

No one followed him as the rain pelted, drenching him before he had a chance to remove his keys. The cold wetness sobered him a bit, though the rosy furnace fueled by an evening’s worth of booze hadn’t been doused. He looked upwards and opened his mouth, feeling the rain beating on his face, drumming incessantly, as though it would never stop. The primeval water...Sherman felt as though he was part of a larger dimension. Not a fugitive from Mother Nature’s winter downpour—-but a refugee from civilization. Far from the 1960s jungles of war torn Vietnam, Sherman was in the mid-90s jungles of the Hollywood film industry. Respected and reviled, he had never produced a critically acclaimed hit, only movies that made loads of money and spawned more celluloid offspring that did the same. Yet in his mind, he fantasized about being like Martin Sheen’s Captain Willard – a soldier who had accomplished his mission. Willard had slain the demon that he was called upon to “terminate with extreme prejudice.” The soldier had followed the orders issued by his superiors, killing Colonel Kurtz, an officer gone insane.

Standing only a few yards from his vast, sheltering mansion, the producer was immersed in being part of a Sunday night rainstorm.

He swallowed some water and stared into the night. A nearby security light emphasized the pattering rain. The comforting noise it made. Like drumbeats.

Drumbeats. His heritage...

Wesley suddenly came up behind him.

“Sherm, are you outta your fuckin’ mind? You trying to catch pneumonia?”

Seconds later, the two men stood in the vast foyer of Sherman’s home. Wesley flicked on a light switch, flooding the high-windowed entrance hall and cathedral ceilinged living room with light. Sherman entered the room, splashing water on the natural green slate flooring. He stopped beneath the scaled-down model of a B-52 warplane and looked at the fireplace. Wood had been placed in the grate recently. Sherman snapped his fingers.

“Wes, gimme your lighter.”

“Don’t have one. I quit smoking.”

Sherman reached into his pockets, searching for a pack of matches.

The women scampered into the room.

Sherman forgot about lighting a fire. His Indian ways vanished. His drunkenness refueled itself and Wesley encouraged it again when he returned from the bar carrying a bottle of Jack Daniels.

“This’ll warm you up,” Wesley said, handing him the bottle.

Sherman slugged back a quarter of the bottle; the drumbeat in his head was extinguished.

He looked at the girls until they doubled into quadruplets and he closed his eyes and passed out. Just like Captain Willard. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER TWO
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Monday
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MONDAY MORNING. HIS assistant of two days had been fired on Friday afternoon and he had to fill the position—fast. As he sat up in his empty bed on that cold, depressing workday, the stench of vomit greeted his nostrils. And spilled whisky. He crawled out from beneath sticky sheets and groaned when he caught a glimpse of his blubbery belly in the mirror above him. He crossed the large, beige carpeted room towards his bathroom. The Jacuzzi was home to numerous damp towels and a pair of black pantyhose. Though no bodies in sight...

Sherman was relieved to see that some considerate person had left the toilet seat up—-where it belonged. Damn shame Wesley didn’t know how to flush a toilet, he thought as he saw a discarded condom. Wes must’ve screwed the bitch, he thought. He knew he’d passed out. Sherman was a man with only one divorce to his [lack of] credit. For a noted 45-year-old producer, that was very tame by Hollywood standards. Wesley was already on his third marriage.

He worked on his aim, wishing he had a bigger toilet. Or better eyesight. Or he didn’t have to piss so much. His headache throbbed like a West Texas oil rig. Sherman rooted inside his medicine chest for a painkiller stronger than aspirin. He found some Codeine. He chased a couple down with tap water and grimaced. His pool had less chlorine in it.

Sherman went over to the window and looked at the haze. “L.A., shit...I’m still only in L.A.” He paraphrased his favorite film. Sherman Lee groaned as he noticed the conspicuous absence of sunshine. The past few days and nights of rain had caused the budding white magnolia branches to become dotted with sparkling raindrops. Birds sang. And he stood naked in his room absorbing the indomitable touch of nature. He unlatched a window near the bed. The clean, cool air slapped his body, the force of its comparative purity surprising him. He stepped back, but continued gazing out at the emerald green front lawn and the dripping branches of an oak tree. The promise of spring, he thought. It sounded so trite to hear that phrase slip through his tired and aching head.

When would he meet a woman who wasn’t a call girl or an aspiring actress, model or spokesperson?  When would a woman who didn’t care who he was enter his life?  Did such a female exist within the 465 miles that comprised Los Angeles County? Other than recent immigrants? No, because immigrants wanted to get to those gold and diamond paved streets of Hollywood, too. He touched the marble windowsill and inhaled deeply. A woman who wasn’t married but wanted to be. Someone who knew what a book was and a script wasn’t. Who knew the difference between astronomy and astrology...he shut the window and went over to his walk-in closet. A woman who wouldn’t use him...such a person didn’t exist, couldn’t exist in the Biz. 
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THAT EVENING, SHERMAN drove to the Media Center Mall in beautiful downtown Burbank. The mall’s construction began around the time Johnny Carson retired from The Tonight Show back in 1992.

He parked his Jeep Grand Cherokee in a spot near the entrance. Unlike his usual hangouts, the Century City Shopping Center and Westside Pavilion, the Media Center had more available parking spaces and fewer customers. For now. He walked through the mall, wearing old jeans and a plain brown leather jacket. He refrained from wearing one of the many freebies from his own films or those advertising his competitors’ hits. Especially if a movie happened to be even more successful.

The producer was there to view the audience’s reaction of his latest movie, Hideout, a thriller set in Washington D.C. and the Bahamas. Wesley Barron starred as a secret service agent who took a leave of absence after having a nervous breakdown. But he didn’t plan on doing any work while he attempted to recover. He watched TV all the time and became convinced that the Vice President wasn’t the one who was elected. That the V.P. was really a double and the original V.P....Wesley thought he was paranoid at first, and no one else believed him, until he went through an underground network to locate the real V.P.—a man also on vacation. The real V.P. was hiding out in the Caribbean as he plotted how to kill his superior. Unlike the usual Sherman Lee movie with a happy ending, Hideout was bleak. Wesley’s secret service agent character killed the ‘real’ V.P. and the double remained in office. The fake V.P. was plotting to overthrow democracy. Which one was worse?

Sherman paid his seven bucks and walked up the carpeted ramp to the new addition of theatres and quietly entered the darkened auditorium. It was his church and he watched movies every day, not just Sunday. He noted a good-sized turnout and that pleased him, though he would have preferred seeing every seat occupied. He slid into the nearest seat with the flip down armrest/cup holder. He observed the audience members’ reaction to the taut scene where Wesley pursued an Uzi-toting killer down an alley.

One aisle over, the small cueball-shaped head of Artie Stein was instantly recognizable. Artie was an Oscar-winning producer back in the 1940s. But now the man just used his Academy membership card so he could see free movies. From December to February, Artie made the rounds to different theatres, sometimes seeing as many as five movies a day. From a legendary producer of war films, he now was legendary for being a free movie mooch.

Sherman gazed at a popcorn-munching middle-aged couple and further down the row, a chunky young woman gazed adoringly at Wesley. The actor sure was a box office draw, Sherman noted, judging by the number of females in attendance.  

The love interest stepped into the next scene and Wesley and Jade-Harmony Smith, a former sitcom second lead, played a guitarist of dubious talent. Wesley’s smallish black modern living room and dull gray modular furniture emphasized the character’s structured life and contrasted with the tanned and buffed actor. Jade-Harmony’s dyed red hair, tight leggings and Band-Aid sized halter top belonged inside a trendy nightclub. Within seconds of strumming a few chords, she dropped her Gibson and Jade-Harmony and Wesley kissed in the good, erotic flesh-consuming way that reeked of carnality.

Two adolescent boys in front of Sherman snickered into their bags of popcorn.

“Eat her,” voiced the skinny boy on the right, causing his buddy to laugh.

“Yeah, eat her,” the second youth echoed. Both kids were chuckling and fidgeting in their seats.

The heating up scene involved the removal of shirts and when the 20-year-old Jade-Harmony displayed her recently acquired D-cups, the hoots from Sherman’s pre-teen neighbors increased.

“Big titty time!” said the first boy.

“Titties! Look at those big titties!”

Sherman had auditioned the actress and knew she’d visited a local plastic surgeon that specialized in breast augmentation. The good old doctor believed that more was better. Aside from being a second lead in a sitcom for a year, Jade-Harmony had wanted desperately to be in the movies. After her operation, which increased her bra two sizes and three cups, she was very employable and willing to exhibit herself unabashedly.

The boys irritated Sherman as well as the other adults.

“Those tits’re too big. They’re not real,” observed the more vocal preteen.

That did it. He knew Jade-Harmony had saved a long time to afford the surgery.

“Shut the hell up!” Sherman bellowed. “You’re too young and stupid to be watching this movie anyway.”

The boys turned and stared at the producer, as did most of the other members of the audience. No one said anything. Sherman glared at the startled boys who quickly looked back at the screen.

He felt like a high school principal who’d delivered a brief but stern lecture. The authoritative image amused him and he hurried out of the theatre.
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Monday
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EMILY KARELIN WOKE up at 7:03 that morning and wanted to die or go back to sleep. Whichever was the least painful. What she didn’t want to do was go to a stupid temp job in some downtown Los Angeles high rise. She got out of bed and opened the curtains to the thick gloom of the new workday. Her right hip ached from a recent fall.  

She wore her conservative black “power” suit and was resplendent in mourning. Mourning her lost freedom of unemployment. Mourning the recently completed job in the construction site trailer where she’d worked for two years and got to wear comfortable jeans and sweatshirts. Mourning another day that would be spent in some damn office breathing recycled air. Mourning another day trying to remember people’s names, doing meaningless filing and phone answering tasks, and, worst of all, try finding an affordable place to park downtown.

Her 1993 white Ford Escort was parked beneath Pershing Square and the security club was locked onto the steering wheel. She trudged three blocks to the new high rise and took the elevator up to the eleventh floor. A toothy woman with wispy bangs escorted her back to the Human Resources division.

“Just wait right here. Cindy’ll be here any minute now.” The toothy woman said and hurried away.

Emily clutched her black nylon athletic bag and was hunched over with cold. She gazed out a nearby window and a thick gray haze of clouds covered the atmosphere like a dreary ceiling. Her long fingers toyed with the strap of the bag and she wondered why she continued to exist. Her relatives were scattered across the country. Few friends remained listed in her phone book. Working as a secretary paid her rent but gave her no joy. Only one thing did.

“Are you Emily?” asked the broad-shouldered woman in a tweedy gray suit with a beige turtleneck who made her dynamic entrance.

Emily nodded. “Yes.”

“Well let me get you started in a minute.” The tweedy woman disappeared into a corner office. The beeps and pauses of voicemail messages were activated followed by silence as the door was slammed shut. 

Minutes later, Cindy returned and was smiling at Emily.      

“My name’s Cindy Turner. I’m the V.P. of Human Resources for the Humana Bank. My assistant has relocated and that’s why you’re here. This is the cubicle, #1145 where you’ll be stationed.”

Emily noted the woman’s usage of the impersonal. Not, this is ‘your’ cubicle...

“There’s a notebook in the top left-hand drawer. Please take notes.”

Emily hid a grimace and images of goose-stepping Nazis came to mind. She resisted the urge to “Heil Cindy.” Instead, the 30-year-old temp in her discount store black suit searched for the notebook and pen she was required to have.

Cindy pointed to the phone. “Three lines. They’re clearly marked. Mine’s on top.  There’s no voicemail on this phone as it’s been disconnected. You won’t need it. Take messages.”

For fifteen minutes, Cindy gave her indoctrination speech. As a human resources specialist, she excelled at communicating her needs to others. Cindy noticed Emily’s natural brown hair and was envious of the younger woman’s lack of need for cosmetics or hair color enhancements. The harsh morning lighting emphasized few lines and wrinkles on the temp’s face. The chin line was firm. Cindy disliked Emily because she was younger than her. But as the top person in the Human Resources division, she was far more powerful than a temp from an outside agency. Cindy smiled faintly and felt younger. Fifty-three wasn’t that old, she reasoned.   

Emily was shown how to date stamp and sort the large batch of incoming resumes and then alphabetize them.  

“I forgot to show you where the restrooms are. And the break room.” Cindy said and hurried off. Emily followed the woman in the tweed suit with an ill-fitting skirt that couldn’t disguise her thickset figure.

“You can take a break at ten, after you relieve the PBX operator. And at three.” They were going past rows and rows of gray cubicles. “Turn right here, then down the hall...”

Emily was just glad to get away from cubicle #1145. She saw the large vending machine-filled break room. Went past the door of the women’s restrooms with the black signs and silhouettes of a stick figure in a skirt.

Cindy walked out another door and they were in the lobby near the bank of elevators. “This door,” she gestured towards the one they’d just left, “requires a keycode. But you don’t need it.”

As they went back to the Human Resources area, Emily contemplated kicking the older woman down eleven stories via the large window looming ahead of them.

When Emily returned to #1145, she sat down and asked, “I was wondering about parking...”

Cindy sneered at the temp. “I park in the building. But that’s expensive. MY employees park in the lot across the street.” She waved her stubby fingers for emphasis. “You can park wherever...”

“Oh.”

“Any more questions?” Cindy asked in an uninviting voice.

“No.”

“Good. I’m at extension number one if you need me. Why don’t you sit with Melodie for now so she can show you the switchboard.”

Emily took her notebook and pen to the reception area and thought about staring at a switchboard. The woman was ludicrous. So unlike the construction site where she’d spent the past two years. There, she was surrounded by men. Real men, wearing jeans soiled from paint or dirt. Shirts caked with mud, grease and the omnipresent occupational hazard of hard work—sweat. No neckties choked their throats.  

“Hi, I’m Melodie,” the woman smiled and greeted Emily. She was a dramatic looking individual with thick black hair pulled into a long braid and her eyes were highlighted with black and shades of sparkly turquoise. Like Cleopatra, Emily thought. Melodie spent a few minutes explaining the simple workings of the switchboard and then talked about every employee just after they passed her area.

“That’s Charles, he’s the Executive Vice President of the Marina del Rey branch and is here for a meeting...”

Melodie had been with the bank for four years and knew everyone as well as the latest gossip. Three mail clerks had quit last year and one had been promoted. Two secretaries from the “Old Building” had gotten pregnant and one of them wasn’t married!  Andi up on 14 had been with the bank since its’ formation in 1947! Emily discreetly looked at the digital clock on the wall across from them.

Two more Human Resources employees were in their cubicles when Emily returned. Sporting a feathery hairdo from the early 1980s, Portia was sitting at her desk, licking the last dregs from inside a small yogurt container. She tossed it into the nearby trashcan. The middle-aged woman hunched over her desk, put on her reading glasses, and scrutinized a trade journal. “Biff, the bank is all on board for having spousal equivalents.”

Biff was a stocky administrative assistant who sported a pale wispy mustache and glossy fingernails. He sat on the other side of Portia’s cubicle and was eating from a snack sized bag of potato chips. “Well, it’s about damn time,” he commented between bites.

Emily sorted resumes into orderly stacks of neutral colored paper. Most used a beige heavy bond paper, she noted. Her head began aching as she was very hungry. Emily looked at the clock and saw it finally pointed to one—lunchtime according to Cindy’s instructions. Her stomach would have been a lot happier if she had gone an hour ago as she had missed breakfast. She went over to Portia in #1147. Cindy was nowhere in the area, having already left for her lunch.

“Is it okay if I go to lunch from one to two?” Emily asked. Portia looked at the newcomer and nodded.

“Fine by me.” Portia said.

“Thank you.” Emily said, quickly heading back to the cubicle to retrieve her purse.

As soon as Emily left, Portia and Biff were immersed in gossip. 

For an hour, Emily was gone from the 11th floor cellblock. She rode the escalators down to the second lower level in the Central Library and looked at self-help books. Emily needed a lot of self-esteem but was too embarrassed to check out such titles as I’m Okay, You’re Okay, and any title by Dr. Wayne Dyer or the host of psychologists and psychiatrists that had taken to writing books on how to be better people. Emily examined the plethora of books written by PhD’s and doctors and wondered how so many schooled people had so many answers. Dependency was a commonly used word in titles. Emily shook her head and wandered down the aisle. She depended on her car to get her to and from work. But she’d long ago learned not to depend on another person.

In a snack shop in the bank building’s lobby, she found a small container of tuna salad in the refrigerator. Protein, she thought, and promptly bought it, amazed at the $3.50 it cost her for what 10 cans of the stuff would have. Paying the diminutive Asian man behind the counter, she politely asked for a fork and napkins, not seeing any in the area. The man bent down to retrieve a plastic fork and a single flimsy napkin along with a severe frown. 

As she ate in the far corner of the lobby, she wondered if asking for “extras” had put his business in the red. Maybe, as there were no customers flocking into the tiny shop.

The afternoon was spent opening more resumes and filing them. The skies finally let loose around 3:30 and Emily groaned when she saw the raindrops on the window. Her umbrella was in her nice, dry car.  

Emily watched the switchboard for fifteen minutes, took her break, and resumed her resume filing. The rainfall continued. She left at five o’clock without saying good-bye as Cindy was on the phone. Portia had left at four and Biff was in the copy room.

She hurried the three blocks to Pershing Square. Having arrived from rain-deprived Arizona ten years ago, she still hadn’t purchased a raincoat. Emily’s wool suit was soon wet and her hair dripped like it did every morning after her shower. Her car had been washed and waxed over the weekend so she would watch the rain dance on the hood as she crawled through the gridlock on Olympic Boulevard. She paid $7.55 and waited to merge onto Olive Avenue. It was already nighttime. But her heater kept her warm as she inched along the rain slicked streets of downtown. She saw a yellow poncho-wearing figure on crutches and pitied him or her. It made her feel as though she wasn’t that badly off. Emily had use of her limbs, just not her brain.

Her one-bedroom apartment was off Olympic and Stanley. It was a residential area with few apartments; she had a guesthouse. Beneath it was a tiny garage with just enough room for her car. The elderly landlord lived up front in the main house and kept to himself.

She removed her suit jacket and shook her head, spraying the entry hall with water. Her wet sneakers had tracked some mud up the wooden stairs and she took them off and put them in the corner nearest the door. Emily undressed as she made her way into her room and saw the red flashing light of the answering machine in her darkened bedroom. One message.  

“Emily, hi, this is Denise from Job Co. Uh, your assignment with the bank has been discontinued. They’re using one of their internal temps. Sorry about this. We’ll call you tomorrow with something. Sit tight.”

She was relieved and disgusted
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