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“After
reading BLOOD, SWEAT AND CHUMP CHANGE — Taxi Tales & Vignettes
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It’s all here: Hate, poetry, sadness, hope and the ache of an
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Alex gets right down to it. There’s not a wasted word. If you don’t
know his work, you should.”
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. . if you want a raw, dark in-your-face good read . . . go for it.”
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book. Dark—yes. Grotesque—certainly. Sexually explicit—without
a doubt. And the writing is excellent. Character & dialogue, is
as real as it gets. A terrifying, non-putdownable horror.”


—Jeff Bennington, Kindle Book Review
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was a zoo ride! All of the characters were well written and you find
yourself unable to put the book down! You might even find it a little
sad. ***** out of 5 stars.”
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Buschitsky and Ziggy Popper are now my two favorite characters. *****
out of 5 stars.”


—NetGalley












nonentity


—A Rant For Those Who Can’t—


Presented as a Novel






“This
is a quick read and engrossing. I found myself wanting to know what
happened. Many of the situations were funny in the way they were
presented. Fast, easy read.”


—NetGalley







“Kirk Alex’s prose is swiftly moving and terse and dark and angry
and ugly. There is no wiggle room in what he writes and what he sees;
bad is bad and good is rare. Apparently the writer has struggled a
long time to get this book published, and it's a good thing he did.
This will grab you by the heart and choke the breath out of you - and
by book's end, you'll thank him for doing it.”


—Steven Rosen, Curled Up With A Good Book






“This
is another well done, honest and heartfelt piece of writing from Kirk
Alex. At one time or another, everyone can identify with Chance,
being unemployed and very low on funds. It’s short, easy to read,
and well worth the reader’s time.”


—Paul Lappen, Dead Trees Review
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“.
. . this is a nicely put together piece of work.”


—BookLore






“City
of Angels? Maybe for that couple of percent of people who get
anywhere near that thing called ‘fame and fortune.’ Everyone else
is just trying to get by in a place where, if you don’t have the
right job and a flashy car, the odds are very much stacked against
you.






“This
book is excellent. It’s full of honest, heartfelt writing that
certainly shows a very different view of Hollywood.”


—Paul Lappen, Dead Trees Review







“WORKING THE HARD SIDE OF THE STREET — Selected Stories / Poems /
Screams is an anthology of powerful/caustic/original tales and poems
by Kirk Alex about the ups, downs, and hard knocks of Hollywood’s
seamy underbelly. The perspective of a “fly- on-the-wall” cab
driver provides a piercing realism and insight into the vicious
clashes and personal struggles that lie hidden underneath the
entertainment capital’s glossy/photo-touched exterior. WORKING THE
HARD SIDE OF THE STREET is recommended as a gut-wrenching read for
both its candor and bravado.”


—The Midwest Book Review
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A brief note of little or no import (to some);


perhaps (I hope) valid for others to know:


This collection was written in the cab,


at various cab stands throughout L.A .


over a three-year period


and is dedicated to anyone


who has ever had to drive for a living.



Screams from a Soulless Place

I
wondered what she was like,

this
lone figure of a woman

dressed
in Levi’s jeans and jacket

and ball
cap pulled down low

over her
eyes

so that
you could not really get a good look

at the
face.

Intrigued,
I wondered what this person

was
like,

this
lone figure

of a
woman

who
walked past our taxi stand

at the
Century Plaza

on the
Constellation Boulevard side.

Most
often,

hanging
from her shoulder

was a
large gym bag of sorts,

at times
even two—

and I
wondered if she came by

to use
the gym facilities

inside
the ABC Entertainment complex.


Is that
what she did?

What did
she look like

‘neath
that baseball cap

with the
wide bill?

Stern?

From the
glimpse or two

I was
able to catch

as she
walked past in the evenings,

that she
did.

A woman
of character?

A
serious person?

She
seemed that way.

I must
admit I wondered

what
this woman was like.


What was
her story?

Was she
intelligent?

What
were her interests?

Was she
lonely—or did she have someone

in her
life? Was she straight?

A
man-hater—or not?

Victim
of unrequited love?

One of
the Walking Wounded?

Did she
ever wish she had a mate,

a soul
mate?

Someone
dear and true to love and cherish?

Or had
she given up on that entirely

in a
town

where
love, true love, fidelity and decency,

integrity
and sincerity

are
hardly ever thought of,

considered
or bothered with.


Was she
a good-hearted woman?

Was she
friendly?

What
made her tick?

Would I
dare say hello?

Make an
attempt at communication?—

if
nothing else

but to
find out what she was about.



Would she respond to a cabbie,

an LA
cabbie

waiting
in line,

waiting
for a fare,

a book
lover,

who
believed in monogamy,

who
could not relate to the LA mentality;

who had
come out to the West Coast

twenty
years ago

to
pursue a dream,

chase a
fairytale;

someone
who believed in the arts,

those
decent-hearted/well-intentioned ones

who were
here long before I happened

on the
scene: the van Goghs/Sylvia Plaths/

Jack
Londons/Knut Hamsuns/Nat Wests/Henry

Millers/
August Strindbergs/Eugene O’Neills/

George
Orwells & others.


Would I
be given a chance?

Could we
connect?

On a
human level—

me and
this lone woman

in ball
cap

pulled
down low

over her
eyes?

If I
said hello

the next
time

she
walked past,

how
would she respond?

Would I
even have the nerve?—

the
seriousness of her visage

bordering
on aloofness and/or detachment

(to her
surroundings):

I walk
alone because I prefer it this way.

I am not
standoffish.

It’s
called Self-Preservation

in a
heartless town like LA.

When you
walked alone,

moved
about in a self-contained manner—

it
was safer than wearing your heart

on
your sleeve.


This was
but one of various like-images

projected
by this woman

whose
face I could never quite make out

in the
poorly lit area

of our
cab stand

as she
walked past sometimes to/

sometimes
fro

the
Century City Plaza’s side entrance.


Would I
have the nerve to say hello

to this
lone figure—

and how

would
she respond?

Was she
tough inside?

Heart
hardened

by this
soulless town?

Would
she drop-kick me

and walk
on

for
having the audacity

to speak
to her

in the
first place?

Or would
she,

on the
other hand,

smile,

return
my greeting,

and give
me a chance

to
explain

that I
was not one of them,

that I
believed in loyalty;

that I
had been in love once only

and have
been celibate

for many
years now;

not
looking for a fling,

but a
mate,

someone
to share life’s ups and downs

with,

someone
to hug and kiss

and have
laughs with,

someone
to discuss books and/or plays

or even
movies with

(not
that many were worth discussing),

someone
to enjoy the simple things with—

things
the money-obsessed mentalities

in this
town

did not
have time for

and
could not even begin to understand.


Would I
have the nerve to approach this female?

How
would she respond?

I
wondered if she were bitter and hard,

or was
this merely

a
protective shell?—quite apropos

for a
place known for its fakery,

a place
known as Tinsel Town.

Would I
try it?

Could I
do it?

Did I
have it in me?

In LA,

people
were quick to cut you down.

Rarely a
smile will you see

as you
say hello.

Love
doesn’t exist in La La;

love
doesn’t mean

what
it’s supposed to.

Shallow
behavior

is the
accepted norm,

buying a
luxury auto

that you
can’t afford

to
impress people

you do
not like

or even
know.

Become a
zombie,

turn
your feelings off—

if you
want to survive

in the
Land of Make-Believe.


Was this
woman anything like this?—

I
wondered,

but did
not wish to believe.



And so one night

I made
the effort/

said
hello,

as she
walked past

from the
Century Plaza Hotel

to the
mall across the street.

She
looked straight ahead,

without
a nod,

without
so much

as
looking my way.

Perhaps
I had spoken too softly,

perhaps
not said the right thing,

the
wrong way, not slick enough,

not
clever enough

the way
the slick types

in this
town

knew how
to be.


Well, at
least I hadn’t been drop-kicked.

I’d
made the effort to connect,

even
though chances of finding a mate in this town

were
fairly dismal/

abysmal/

rarely
happened;

relationships
hardly ever worked.

People
around here rarely stayed together.

Did not
love; did not know how.


At least
I had attempted to say hello.

Perhaps
she had someone,

and this
is something

I could
understand and respect.

But I
still wondered about her:

What if
this is the one—

the one
you have been waiting for all these

lonely/long
years?

What if
you have all the right things in common?

What if—

and you
never made a real effort,

never
got a chance to explain:

I’m
not from around here.

Raised
in Chi-town.

Did two
years in Uncle Sam’s army

(with a
stint in Southeast Asia),

and then
moved to LA in the early ‘70s

to
pursue something intangible.

Never
got a chance to explain:

I never
cared for this place from the get-go.

Could
not relate

to the
way people behave around here.

Did not
get a chance to explain:

I only
stayed on to make a dream or two happen.

Directed
and edited a zero budget flick in ’88.

Horror,
they said, has a built-in audience,

although
I have appreciated non-horror fare

over the
years as well:

Lilies
of the Field/The Story of Adelle H./

Laurel
and Hardy/W. C. Fields/ Akira Kurosawa/

John
Ford/ Ozu/

Claude
Chabrol, etc., films of substance;

anything
well done—

alas, we
were taken to the cleaners,

so that
whole effort had been for naught.

Books
were my primary love anyway,

solid
prose:

Nathanael
West/Knut Hamsun/Nelson Algren/Louis-Ferdinand

Céline;
some Ernie Hemingway.


Wished
we could have had a brief chat that time,

but I
thought:

This is
Los Angeles, pal;

things
like that seldom occur around here.

And then
I suppose I lost my nerve

for a
while after that,

perhaps
a couple of months,

as she
walked to and from the hotel,

forever
that lone figure

in
baseball cap

with the
large gym bag

hanging
from her left shoulder.


And then
one evening as she exited the hotel

I
thought the hell with that,

I’m
going to ask her about the gym,

as I’d
been an avid jogger once,

had
played a game of handball or two years back,

prior to
letting it all go,

allowing
this empty LA existence to weigh me down.

I’ll
ask her about the gym,

as I am
genuinely considering

joining
a health club again.

I could
stand to lose a few pounds.

It would
do me a lot of good

to get
the blood circulating again,

get
fit/feel better/all that.

I’ll
ask about the gym.

I will.

I was
fairly certain there was a health club located somewhere

below
ground level

in the
ABC Entertainment Center

and it
seemed to me

this is
what she did,

used the
facilities, afterward took the hotel elevator up to street level

as a
matter of convenience,

and
emerged this way.

I would
talk to her about it.

And then
I did.

“I
always see you carrying those bags

and
figured you worked out,” said I.

She
smiled this time. “Oh no—

these
are full of books.

But
you’re right: there is a Sports Connection

inside
the complex.

I just
take the shortcut

since I
live nearby in Beverly Hills.”


She
explained that she walked up Olympic,

took the
stairs down

to the
below-ground-level maze of clothing boutiques

and shoe
stores

and
walked across to the Century Plaza,

where
she boarded the elevator

and took
it up to the lobby.

She then
walked down the hallway

to the
Constellation side exit.

It made
plenty of sense, and was a safer way to go

after
dark.

High
rent Century City was not without its share of

muggings
and other crimes of this nature.

“I go
to a restaurant in the mall and read.”


Well,
you don’t know how that made me feel.

A book
lover!

“I’ve
loved books all my life,” I said.

“I’m
a writer,” said she.

I could
not believe what I heard.

A
writer. Well, no wonder she had that

way
about her: serious, in thought;

her mind
on plot/character development/

dialogue,
etc.

My God,
how often did my former girlfriend

become
bothered by the fact that this was where my own mind was

so often
while I was with her?

She
could not understand/could not relate.

If only
I could meet and fall in love with a writer,

a good
soul, someone who understood,

someone
looking for someone like me.


“That’s
what I do,” I said to her.

We
chatted a bit more, both of us smiling or laughing,

particularly
upon her facetious reference to the LA mentality:

“People
are ‘so nice’ here,” she said.

I liked
her right off, as I half-figured I might.

I
introduced myself.

She told
me her name was Luella

and that
her friends called her Lu,

and then
she crossed the street to the Century City Mall.


And
still I could not help but wonder

if we
couldn’t get together

and talk
books over lunch someday,

perhaps
in the park

overlooking
the ocean

in Santa
Monica.

I
wondered if she might like to see the movie

Ballroom
Dancing

one day?

And I
realize this particular flick

does not
come anywhere near being thought-provoking,

but not
being a Fancy Dancer myself,

I have
always admired those who were good at it.


What do
you think, Lu?

I’d
like to get to know you as a person.

How do
you feel about what I have written here?

Are you
surprised?

Are you
amused?

I never
expected

to write
anything this long,

but your
smile

was so
joyous to me,

and what
a relief

to see
that you were down-to-earth after all,

intelligent
and rather appealing.

I
finally got to see a bit of that face

underneath
the head gear.


* * *

I added my name and
telephone number at the bottom of the prose poem and continued to sit
on it. Why? The old nerves? I really had no idea what this person was
like. Doubts about it all kept me from handing it to her the times I
saw her in the evenings. I would say hello, and more often than not
she responded, but was always in a hurry, too much so to stop and
allow for anything resembling a conversation to take place.

Perhaps I’d placed
too much emphasis on a brief chat with this woman that I did not
know; perhaps it was simply a case of my writer’s imagination
getting away from me. And yes, for sure, it was clearly a case of the
lonelies.

People didn’t talk to
one another around here. That went double for women. And if you
didn’t make the effort, if the guy did not make the effort—well,
hell—you’d never meet anyone, never get a date—and talking to
cabbies all the time, every day (mostly), gets old fast.

In spite of all that—I
still did not have it in me to let her see this seven-page prose poem
I’d written about her; more an observation than a poem, a writer’s
harmless musings, nothing more.

I truly wondered then
if I’d ever hand it to her. What good would it do? How could I
possibly expect for anything to come of it in a place as screwy as
this was? Don’t even think about it. That’s exactly what I did—my
best not to think about it.

 



A
couple of weeks later Inga happened, Inga from Denmark, the
five-foot-eleven blond bombshell with the pleasant demeanor; true and
good, my Danish princess happened along.

I had dropped off two
tourists from Italy at the 3rd Street Promenade in the City of Santa
Monica, Wilshire Boulevard side, that afternoon, made a left turn on
2nd Street, followed up with another left on Santa Monica Blvd—and
as I drove past the Promenade I happened to look to my left—walking
west on Santa Monica—there she was—this tall blond in a sun-faded
red dress, the hem of which hardly reached halfway down her thighs,
and my heart was in my throat.

Dry. I did a
double-take. I could not believe what I was seeing. This is the
one, this is the one. I kept looking, outright staring; could not
get enough of her. Inadvertently crossed the solid double yellow and
just missed hitting a car coming from the opposite direction.

“My God,” I
kept repeating to myself, “that’s the one I want to meet.
That’s the one.” That’s all I remember, just saying that
one line over and over again. If you’ve ever gone through it you’d
know what I’m talking about. Call it silly/foolish/idiotic, but
this is what happened. I couldn’t help myself.

I’ve got to know
this woman. I have to meet her, at least talk to her. Try it; have to
try it. If you don’t. . . . Please, bring some luck my way.
It’s been so damned long—just a bit of luck—just would like to
be in love with a good-hearted soul. . . . I’ve waited all this
time. . . . Just a bit of luck. I’d tried over and over through the
years. . . . Kept meeting the wrong type: hard women/tough women.
Mean and downright nasty and neurotic. Just a bit of luck, Lord.

I drove east, made the
first possible left, drove west, came down 2nd Street again;
wide-eyed as well as wild-eyed, scoping the area—and could not see
her anywhere.

My heart was sinking
fast.

This is the way it
always went.

All those years of
celibacy. What happened to fairness? Why was I being punished this
way? I wasn’t a playboy, not a Don Juan, Romeo or Casanova—just a
guy longing to be in love with one good-hearted/faithful woman. Why
was it so impossible in this place? Why?

 



I drove past the
Promenade. No sign of her. I’d missed out again. Cheated/gypped/let
down. Was I disappointed? Too inadequate a word. Crushed—was more
like it. Not many women got my blood going, not many excited me
physically. This one did. And if on top (say, just say) she had
character, was a quality person—but I had screwed it up. She did
not appear to be from around here, not a local girl (the way she
walked; without affectation or anger. And then there were the
sandals, on the rare side ’round these parts)—and that had made
her even more worth pursuing.

LA women hated men. It
was everywhere. Assorted dykes and bitter feminists got on these tv
and radio talk shows and blamed all that ailed society on men. To
hell with that. I was tired of that tired bullshit. Whatever happened
to common sense? Understanding? Whatever happened to: We’re all
human beings and let’s make it work. Whatever happened to
even-handedness? Patience? Stick-to-it-ness? No, that required
genuine intelligence and didn’t pull in the ratings and there was
nothing you could do to placate the professional ballbusters (short
of proposed mass castrations and/or suicides committed by my gender).
Like I said: To hell with that program.

Only, to be fair, you
had to give that Riki Lake lady credit for not being a party to that.
This was one tv talk show host who did not bash males, one talk show
host who was without venom and/or hidden agenda and actually loved
her husband. So my hat was off to Riki Lake!

But getting back to my
dilemma of the missing blond in the red dress: Crushed, I was. Let
down—hard. It hurt. You did not see women like her walking around
in this town. I didn’t—and I was out here all the time in my cab.
If they looked halfway decent they were coldblooded/hateful and too
often toothpick thin.

“Don’t say anything
to me. Don’t approach me. Don’t come near me.”

Not unlike Luella, the
lady with the large workout bags full of books. In Luella’s case,
or Lu, as she liked to be called, I still had no idea what she was
about, or what she even looked like (due to that ball cap she was
never without and it being dark that night we spoke briefly at the
taxi stand on Constellation). It sure would’ve been nice to be able
to pick up the phone and invite a woman out to dinner and a movie. I
was stagnating. My social life was nowhere.

 



My mind was on that red
dress. You could easily say I was in a (momentary) state of panic.
Shaking my head, expecting nothing, I made one final effort: drove
out to Lincoln, made a left, up to Wilshire. I drove west, and took
it down to 2nd. I stayed on 2nd Street, and as I neared Arizona my
heart was thudding again.

There she is! On the
west side of the street! Walking north! My God, a goddess! A
wonderful face, a friendly face. What do I say? I was all out of wit.
Just be yourself, be yourself. My hands were clammy. Nerves, the
nerves. Damn. Why was it always so difficult?

I pulled over to the
curb, called her over. The next thing I saw her do really threw me:
instead of giving me a smirk and/or possibly the middle finger and
continuing on about her business (as often happened around here), she
stopped and leaned in on the passenger side window. It had to be some
kind of miracle. She was friendly. I had been right. There was
no denying it had thrown me for a loop. I stammered, fumbled. The
words were not coming out right. It was the time pressure. I only had
so many seconds to convey that I was sincere, that I wanted to know
her, all that.

I took my sunglasses
off and said something awkward/truly dumb, like: “Are you single?”

She had smiled, and
countered with: “What a question to ask somebody.”

I had to laugh myself.
What a question to ask is right, but how else would I know? What else
to say? I admitted being unattached myself and how impossible it was
to find someone nice to fall in love with. Damn right; I wanted
somebody nice and sane and loyal. I didn’t want another
male-bashing female in my life.

“You looked
attractive to me. I had to try.”

“Thank you,” said
she.

And then I said
something even dumber: “Do you think you could fall in love with a
guy forty-two years of age?” Go ahead, lay it on her. Get heavy
right out of the gate. I was nervous and expected her to start
walking away any second and slip through my fingers like so many
others. But she didn’t. She remained, smiling that friendly smile,
polite. I figured her to be in her twenties and half-expected her
answer. She paused briefly/pensively, then said:

“No, I don’t think
so.”

It hurt a bit to hear
it, but it didn’t decimate me. And I’m not so sure what else it
was I said to her, must have mumbled something about the poetry,
trying to make it as a writer.

It was then a tall
black African happened by attired in what I surmised to be tribal
gear: a straw skirt, no shirt, arm bands/headbands. Earrings. Large
ones. Even had this large ivory ring hanging from his nose. It was
all rather colorful as well as unusual. Different from the norm—even
for La La. To say the least.

And as this one-man
carnival strolled past he flashed the biggest smile and said “Hello”
to the big blond in the red dress.

Even though she was in
mid-squat and bent in and leaning inside my passenger side window in
order to be able to hear me better and converse with me, even though
she was bending forward in this hardly comfortable of positions, she
did not miss a beat as she acknowledged, in that polite manner that
she had, the tall African as he walked on.

Right there, for me,
that showed a degree of class.

How many LA types would
have simply/conveniently ignored the man? How many would have been
quick to point out the obvious outlandishness of the man’s
appearance? Too many. That’s how many. That’s the way the
Tinseltown mentality operated.

This girl was real. Not
stuck-up, not bitter ot nasty—but a genuine human being. Yes, she
was drop-dead gorgeous, but she had a heart. And I detected a slight
accent. Asked where she was from.

“Denmark,” said
she.

“I’m Chance,”
said I. “What’s your name?”

“Inga.”

We shook hands.

“My pleasure,” said
I. “So what are you doing right now, Inga? If you’re not busy,
I’d like to take you to lunch—that is, if it’s okay with you?”

“Well, I don’t
know—I have something to do, and I’m looking for a Toyota
dealership—”

“Are you sure?
Because I’m not doing much myself. To tell you the truth, I don’t
even feel like working—I’ll take you wherever you need to go. We
can get you a newspaper to better help you locate the car lot;
whatever you like. You don’t have to worry about it costing you
anything; it’s on me. I never meet anyone like you around here.”

She considered for a
moment, then readily agreed: “All right.” And slid in the front
seat with me. We talked some more.

 



She’d spent three
months in California, most of that time on a ranch up north, worked
her way through, and was down to three days in Los Angeles prior to
taking a plane back to her country. She said she needed to get to a
bank.

“Which one?”

“Bank of America.”

We drove east on
Arizona until we found a B of A. I stopped at the curb, let her read
a brief prose poem about Vinnie van Gogh that I had written, then she
walked into the bank.

While she was inside I
leafed through the sheaf of verse I had in my satchel (that I was
editing and preparing to publish). My brother’s shack-job Sadie was
going to do the typesetting on a word processor they had access to,
so she offered; although after four months she hadn’t typed a word
and I knew enough I’d have to seek out someone else with a more
professional attitude.

I went through the
poetry searching for just the right poem to show her when she stepped
out of the bank. I was so damned excited at having met her, the
adrenaline going, palms clammy, the whole bit. She was a vision, and
she was with me; perhaps only for a short while—but she was with
me. I’d have a nice, attractive woman for company for a while.

Once she was back in
the front seat I let her read another prose poem (they all were, more
like vignettes than poetry). Like Henry Miller, usually I
didn’t get or care for most poetry. I had no patience for esoteric
verse that required convoluted deciphering. I preferred it plain and
simple and from the gut. I liked Charles Bukowski for this reason,
Native American Jim Northrup. Pleasant Gehman was another one I felt
did it right; Luis Rodriguez, Jack Micheline—to name a few.

This one was about
bar-hopping and what it did to one’s soul, the way that kind of
nowhere life warped your heart and mind eventually, the
dead-endedness of it, the sadness and impossibility of finding
real love in that environment. And should you luck out and happen
upon someone worthwhile, sometime, hope what that kind of existence
has done to you does not scare it away.

 



She sat quietly reading
the poem, taking her time . . . and then pensively responded.

“That’s true,”
she said.

We pulled away from the
sidewalk. Next on her agenda was the quest to locate the Toyota
dealership. I surmised a fellow she had met somewhere prior to our
meeting had given her either his name or the dealership he was
employed at, only Inga could not be certain of the name or the
address as we drove through the streets of this beach town, and I
cannot say that I was greatly disappointed.

I drove us to the
Chinese restaurant I like to frequent on Pico, LA’s West Side.
Formerly a Swedish smorgasbord called the Valkyrie’s Kettle.
Presently a Chinese all-you-can-eat buffet; the name remained. I
preferred it because regular working folks came to dine here and the
rates were reasonable. We ate. I had two plates loaded up: fried
rice/chicken/fish, some kind of tomato stew on one plate; rice
pudding/strawberry jello/watermelon on another, but couldn’t eat
much. Too nervous and thrilled at having Inga with me. What made it
truly rare, exceptional: she was real, not embittered towards my
gender, but a real woman, an intelligent woman. Beautiful eyes and
substance to match.

We spent the day
together.

“What would you like
to do? See? Where would you like to go?” I asked her. This was her
vacation and it was going to be my great joy to show her around. I
hadn’t felt this alive in years, alive and happy. All due to this
lady from Denmark.

She was interested in
seeing Beverly Hills, the residential areas, ritzy mansions, all
that, and then wanted to see the Hollywood sign.

After a tour of Rodeo
Drive in Beverly Hills and the exclusive shops, I took her north of
Santa Monica Boulevard into the residential, pointed out some of the
stars’ homes, all those mansions; showed her the Beverly Hills
Hotel. I stayed on Sunset Boulevard, taking it east, as she was eager
to take a look at the Hollywood sign. She had seen the world-famous
landmark so often in films and on television in her native Denmark
that she was excited at the prospect of seeing the real thing up
close.

 




We were on the Strip, continuing on east, and I indicated the various
clubs to her: the Rainbow/Roxy/Viper Room/Whiskey. I pointed out
Tower Records to her, known for their incredible selection of CDs;
Spago, the popular trough where for years the post-Oscar party was
held and jam-packed with celebrities.

This stuff had little
interest for me. I couldn’t stomach the Hollywood crowd or anything
to do with film anymore, but there I was making the effort to drum up
interest and make the best of it for her. Giving tours was part of
being a cab driver and so you did what you could to show a bit of
enthusiasm, your tip depended on it. In addition: my attitude is why
be a wet blanket and spoil someone else’s vacation? Hollywood was
nothing more than a shameless/conniving whore. I knew that, the
people who toiled in it knew that (the few rare ones who had
integrity and I.Q. higher than a pea’s)—but the rest of the world
didn’t, had no idea.

And so I did what I
could to show a degree of interest, and I was enjoying myself; her
company made it possible. She worked for me—the rest didn’t
matter. Having said that, I must admit Inga was not one to be easily
moved by cheap glitz. She may have been curious in what she was
seeing and yet she wasn’t about to allow it to overwhelm her into
some sort of silly state of glee the way certain googly-eyed tourists
were wont to behave at the mere sight of the Chinese Theatre on
Hollywood Boulevard.

 



We
fought our way through Hollywood traffic, got on winding (practically
auto-free) Beachwood Canyon and made our way up, up, toward the
Hollywood sign. Now, to reach the base of the sign is an
impossibility, too many suicide cases had taken too many fatal leaps
from it over the years, and so a high fence had been erected around
the base of the 50-foot-tall/450-foot-long sign, even if you managed
to drive up along these narrow, rocky roads with steep, deathly drops
all around—this was way up there in the Hollywood Hills—and so we
did the next best thing, stayed on one of these roads until it
narrowed and we reached a gate.

 




PRIVATE — NO TRESPASSING

 




Inga said this was good enough. We climbed out and she had me take
several photos of her with the Hollywood sign for the backdrop. I did
that and would have liked it if there had been a way to have a photo
taken of the two of us standing together like that. What a nice
memento it would have made. If I never saw this girl again (there was
that probability. How would I ever be able to get to Denmark on the
measly money I made? And how would she have made it back here, should
she have wanted to?—being presently unemployed and about to start
drawing her unemployment insurance when she got back. It had taken
years to save up for this trip to the States; years of scrimping and
setting money aside). A photo would have been nice, of the two of us
standing there, my arm around her waist, with the famous sign in the
background, above us.

Just then the answer
appeared on a bicycle. He could have been Scandinavian himself, I’m
not sure, couldn’t tell, but he was fair-haired and spoke with just
the faintest touch of a European accent, and the guy looked utterly
exhausted, as he had evidently just ridden his mountain bike all the
way up Beachwood to this point. Sweat dripped from his face. His
short-sleeved shirt and cycling shorts were soaked.

He readily welcomed the
excuse to rest up by taking a couple of photos of us, per our
request. What a dream come true this was for me. He had snapped the
initial photo, and for the second photo Inga had taken my ball cap
and placed it on her head at a half-cocked angle. There we stood. My
lucky day. I had a big grin on my face. Two human beings, a man and a
woman who had just met, having a couple of laughs together, enjoying
each other’s company.

We thanked the man, and
he continued on his bike, unable to steal a final backward glance at
Inga as he disappeared down the other side of the winding road.

 



It was afternoon still
and we decided to head back. Stopped by Rhino Records on Westwood
Boulevard. Inga was a vinyl collector. I had been, too, once. I won’t
go into how a callous seismic crew while reinforcing the apartment
building I was living in in Hollywood at the time ruined a
three-hundred-plus album collection that had taken years (and not a
little money) to put together in the early part of the ’80s
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“It’s all bere: Hate / poetry / sadness / hope and the ache
of an aloneness that never goes away. Belly up!”

— DAN FANTE, AUTHOR OF Spitting Off Tall Buildings










