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Once upon a time during the Great Recession . . .







  
  1.

Employment


It was a defining moment, just like the book says: A life-altering revelation, a new unshakable wisdom invading a vital part of Benjamin Bailey’s mind as smoothly as greasy fingers slipping into a dark place. 
Is that crude?
Yes. Necessarily so, for even though such a crude simile didn’t occur to Ben at the age of eleven when this moment occurred, it would later. Later, the dark metaphors would always fit like the fingers.
At the time, though, the moment truly defined him. He lived by it, remembered it, drew on it so many times that when he finally realized that it was a poisonous part of him, had led his fingers and other parts into so many dark places, it was so far past his proverbial bedtime that he would have trouble sleeping forever. This is not a pat exaggeration.
A glistening July morning in Sittenfield, Bergen County, New Jersey, a dozen or so boys all Ben’s age in the town pool for a birthday party. Ben was a wiry kid, neither tall nor broad. Many of the other kids were, however, packed tight with everything their parents could stuff them with, meat, bravado, profanity, maybe from mom, mostly from dad, just waiting for any chance to take someone down with a kick or a quip, whichever they could get away with. That was always it: What could you get away with? A majority of boys have an instinct for this distinction; the rest are either constantly busted or too timid to try. Ben, because of his size and “nice” disposition, fell into the latter. Still, he was included often enough in Jerry Patterson’s inner circle to snag an invite to his birthday party at the town pool. But Ben knew the kicks and quips from the rest of the guest list loomed.
Pool games. One in particular, the greased melon, was out of Ben’s reach. It worked like so: All twelve kids got in the shallow end in two opposing lines, six boys per. A lifeguard/party monitor then tossed a watermelon slathered with Vaseline between the lines. The boys converged and had to fight each other to push the greased melon across the other group’s goal line. Winners got first dibs on cake. “I want first dibs on Jodacious’s tits,” said Russ “Spit” Pitt, referring to the only female lifeguard, Jodi Schwoyer, raven haired and clad in a tight red one-piece before Baywatch was a gleam in Hollywood’s bloodshot eye. God, look at her. Ben agreed she was exquisite. He didn’t want to use a word like beautiful because that was too easy. If he’d ever say it to her, and he never would, exquisite was the word. Over his left shoulder, Ben heard Spit’s word for Jodi: “She’s a whore, I’d take her so hard.” Eleven years old, all of them ready for puberty the way Britney Spears would be ready for 2007.
The boys lined up. Ben ended up on Jerry’s team, but Spit, three inches taller than Ben and hairier in the crotch at age eleven than a sasquatch at age four, still elbowed Ben to the end of the row, grunting, “Just let the fucking pros handle this, douchedick.”
The male lifeguard, Perry whatever, managed to lift the greased watermelon, a shiny snake-skinned tumor, and launch it far enough into the water between the lines that no one would bitch at him. The kids charged towards the mushroom cloud splash. Ben powered along into the scrum but couldn’t penetrate it. All he got were chlorine splashes, bellyaching curses, and elbows sharp enough to have been shaved that way by a bone saw. He couldn’t even see the damn watermelon.
So he stepped back from the scrum. 
It wasn’t really a conscious act. He just did it. But he didn’t do it out of fear. Frustration, yes; fear, no. But he also had an idea. Some part of his brain that understood people-physics on an elemental level kicked in. Ben smirked, held his breath, and submerged.
He could see foggy legs before him, make out a couple of bathing trunks pulled down over butt cracks, kicking, kneeing, even some fists working underwater for dominance over peers and the elusive greased melon. And that’s when Ben saw what he thought he would see.
The melon had shifted between two boys, slid through their hands and legs, over their thighs. It was, in fact, very nearly out of the scrum, hanging there like an emerging half-moon. Ben moved in. No one acknowledged him. They all seemed to believe that the melon was within the scrum. Either that or they simply preferred beating the shit out of each other. Ben slid an arm through the tangle of limbs and palmed the end of the melon where the stem would’ve been. He pulled the beast free of the scrum and hugged it close to his belly with both arms, like he once heard Barry Sanders say about holding the football tight, “No air in the pocket, baby. No air in the pocket.” He was an ant carrying a great bean.
Ben rushed for the goal. Ten feet away tops. He was halfway there grinning and sprinting those huge wet cement steps through the water before anyone realized he had the melon.
Victory.
The spoils were merely nice, and temporary. Even some of the kids on his own team didn’t seem too happy that Ben had won the cake for them. Bitch, sneak, piece of shit, turd burglar, pussy, asshole, and many other words flew. Most memorably to Ben, from Spit, “You fucking cunt robber.”
Still, he thought, I did it. Yet he couldn’t get the tired, defeated tone out of his head, the same exact tone that Quint used when he said, “Anyway, we delivered the bomb,” in Jaws. As if somehow he didn’t win anything at all. Ben didn’t have a father at home to tell him that when people cursed at you for a good performance, it usually meant that you were on the right track.
And yet . . . he remembered that day. He remembered the feel of the greased melon against his belly, pushing it through the water, across the line. He remembered the tanned hand of Jodi Schwoyer on his skin, her exquisite self just off his left shoulder, as she said, “Nice job,” and gave a little squeeze of that shoulder. Ben had never wanted a female more (at least for the rest of that year). He remembered the cake. But most of all he remembered the angle. The angle. The uselessness of fighting the scrum versus the sweet knowledge of the angle, looking where the crowd had not, looking at how the crowd had in fact gone stupid and let the melon squirt away. Ben would never forget it. He would always apply the melon theory from then on. And he would benefit from it.
Until he wouldn’t.
Until the melon theory fucked him up like beer fucks up a thirteen-year-old, like heroin fucks up a nineteen-year-old, like fame fucks up a twenty-two-year-old, like a twenty-two year old fucks up a forty-four-year-old.
Of all the kinds of fucking to be done in the world, fucking up was the worst. That damn Vaseline melon set Ben Bailey on his path. 

    
  “She’s there,” Ben said as he got out of his Acura into the Green-Go Market parking lot and left the driver’s door open. “Got the call last night.”
“Chollo called you?” Willy Caipo asked, walking over to Ben from where he’d parked his beat-to-shit blue Cooper.
“Chollo called me.”
“I love Chollo.”
“Give Chollo money and he’ll love you back. Speaking of which.” Ben pulled a folded business-size envelope from the back pocket of his cargo pants and handed it over to Willy.
“What’s this?” he asked.
“That’s for you.”
“The Beckhams?”
“The Beckhams.”
Willy slid his fingers through the glued flap and peered in at the check inside. Ben smirked when the kid’s eyebrows lifted.
“Nice, man,” Willy said.
“And you thought the trip would be shit.”
The previous week, Ben had forced them to follow David and Victoria Beckham and their three kids (and their nanny, a couple of assistants, and David’s mum) out to Palm Springs for a three-day holiday. Willy bitched. Why go all the way out there with them when there was much easier and convenient prey in the thirty-mile zone? Meanwhile, Ben knew where they were headed (the Becks weren’t very secretive about their comings and goings) and he knew, because of the effort, the drive, and the time, that he’d have less competition and a little more room to work than usual. Ben was able to slip his fingers into the cracks in the resort’s armor. A little sniffing, some sneaking, some patience, a few payoffs, and he had great shots of the famous couple in bathing suits splashing around a private pool. Shots of quality: Action pics of frozen splashes and droplets on glistening skin. Human shots of parents playing with their kids. And Victoria with her guard down. The light was right, the lens was perfect.
“Five grand for that?” Willy asked, and Ben was impressed by the quick math, as Willy’s check was for one quarter of that sum. Willy had proven a quick mind, even if he was still raw as tartare: Twenty-four and real un-humble.
“Yup,” Ben replied.
“And you knew all along it would pay out.”
“It’s not like we followed them to Paris,” Ben replied. “A three-hour ride is worth the cash.”
“That payday helps you out, no, bro?” Willy said.
And Ben felt a quick hard rubbing on a very raw spot. “A little,” was all he said. He wished he’d never mentioned anything about his situation to Willy, particularly since they’d only been working together for a total of three weeks. But he’d been feeling good about Willy as a hire and spending so much time in a car with a person, when you, ahem, didn’t have a lot of friends on your roster, peeled a guy’s onion faster than normal. Ben looked at his watch in an exaggerated way. “Let’s boogie.”
“I’m coming to find you, my leetle fried shreemp,” Willy pepe-le-pewed, opening the backseat door and tossing his black nylon shoulder bag inside. Even though it was Ben’s car, Ben walked around to the passenger side and got in; Willy drove. That was Willy’s job: driver. Ben: shooter. The kid steered the black Acura sedan out of the market’s parking lot, through a few side streets, then up Santa Lo, left on Sunset and out to the PCH. He turned north towards Malibu.
The sun shone most days in Los Angeles, but Ben thought it was a dull shine that made the sky look like a chrome bumper polished with muddy water. Truly crisp days were striking, when the smog cleared and the sunbeams spiked off car windows right through your shades. Today was one of those days.
“Sweet as sugar,” Willy said, rubbing the goatee bristle on his chin. “No. No, sweet as agave syrup, man. You ever taste that shit? How about this: She’s so sweet, you taste her tonight, you diabetic by dawn.”
“You’re sweet,” Ben replied.
“This is what I’m saying.” Willy Caipo was Hispanic, but Ben didn’t yet know where his family was indigenous. Willy had thick black hair, that goatee, clear skin, and was short and lean. And Willy made Ben laugh. Not many people could. Ben figured that served Willy well with the girls, but how good could it have been the way Willy talked about women: One after the other, booty calls and bitch-slaps. One of the first stories Willy told Ben — a few days after Willy started — involved the morning after a one-night all-nighter: “We drank our faces off, man, then fucked like pigs. Then you open your eyes and the sun’s coming through the window and you look over and she’s there and she’s still this hot Mexican goddess and you’re like fuck yeah, and then you’re like fuck no, because you have to take a shit. Bad. What do you do, pollute the only bathroom in her apartment first thing in the morning when you know she’s going in there right after you? You be the Feces King of the Barrio twelve hours after you met her. No. Fuck no. So I’m laying there trying to keep a smile on my face and she’s blinking at me with these bloodshot eyes and asks how much tequila did we drink last night and I can’t really answer because I’m holding it in, right? And then, God, she rests her head on my chest and rubs my belly, and I’m cramping up, and she giggles, ‘Musta been a good night, I’m hungover and my pussy’s sore.’ And my head’s bangin’, too, cause we had a lot of tequila. But I’m fighting it, and she snuggles close, and a fart leaks out, man, but not a small one, like one of those deep farts, hot, and I just can’t help it. And it’s bad, man, so fucking bad, tequila bad, and it’s just fucking on us. All of a sudden her head jerks up like someone poked her and she’s looking at me with this hangover face, just fucking green, and she sits up and puts her hand over her mouth, looking at me with this, not a pissed face, but scared face, and,” at this point Willy can hardly get the words past his laughter, “I swear to God she says, ‘Oh, muerte,’ and leans over the side of the bed and pukes!”
“What’s muerte?” Ben asked, tears rolling down his cheeks.
“Death! She smelled my farts and actually said ‘death’ before she puked!”
Ben had heard a few morning-after stories, but not like that. And he didn’t think Willy was making it up, for why make up that? Ben would have to try for some stories of his own that didn’t involve a woman named Holly.
“What time Chollo call?” Willy asked.
“Two-something,” Ben said. “He picked her up at LAX at ten, dropped her off at one.”
“Three hours?” Willy said. “Fuck.”
“Midnight traffic’s the best.”
Ben watched the scrub on the northbound shoulder of the PCH fly by. His camera bag sat between his feet. He was now almost used to being a passenger in his own car. He ran two fingers over the black leather door frame. Checked out the dash from this other point of view. He liked the car. It suited him best, he figured, when he bought it used two years prior (hey, he reminded himself, Acuras are pre-owned, not used). Most guys in Ben’s line of work rented big SUVs for jobs because they wouldn’t have to be afraid of dinging them (or outright smashing them). He wasn’t one to bump a celebrity’s car for a reaction like his colleagues. Ben preferred to be smaller, stealthier. He needed something with nuts, but that could also be completely anonymous. No one would open their eyes to an Acura in West Hollywood or Beverly Hills, not like they might at a ballsier Beemer or Benz. He didn’t want anyone to ever look at him in his car and think, this man wants to drive fast. Even when his every intent was to drive as fast as traffic would allow, sometimes faster, especially when someone special was trying to duck him in another car up ahead. His anonymous sedan floated in the driving ether, and in some instances had given him an advantage. Which allowed him to take his shot. And that was all that mattered.
Today, a summer Malibu day, searing sun cut with a sweet wind, was to be a good day. Ben had planned it out and yet had no real clue whether he’d get what he came for. In the end, all you could do was plan. When the plan depended on the actions of other people — rich, busy, stressed, angry, protected people — more often than not your plan took it in the ass. But plan you must, just in case.
“Harry Sims was on E! again last night,” said Willy, smirking at the road. “He said that American paparazzi ain’t aggressive enough. Europeans are much better at the job because they’re ruthless.”
“Europeans are better than Americans at everything if you ask a European,” Ben replied. “One time, back in college, there was some British douche at one of our parties. Of course all we had was Old Milwaukee, so he’s going on and on about American beers. ‘They’re like shaggin’ in a canoe, bruther. Fuckin’ close to water, y’know?’ Obnoxious prick, and all the girls wanted to suck his accent. Well, this asswipe got so drunk on Old Milwaukee that he was puking in the toilet by midnight. We’re watching him in the stall with his face in the bowl and my buddy Greg is like, ‘Look out, Ringo. You’re fucking close to water.’”
Willy laughed and nodded. “Yeah, man. Puke stories rule.”
Ben did a quick calculation. That had happened seventeen years earlier. Damn. “That’s the thing about Euroshits like Harry Sims. They’ll whine about substandard American things, then they suck up as much of it as they can. Harry sure doesn’t have a problem with American celebrities. Fucker wants to be one.” Ben paused. “Make a right up there. Tidao Canyon.”
Willy made the right. Less than five miles to go.
The canyon road narrowed and took a steep upturn, then a hard curve around a bend, and another, and another, up and up further. The scrub-grass hill on Ben’s side was so steep and close that Ben could’ve reached out his passenger window and shredded his hand on wildflowers. There was no guardrail on the other side of the road. Just a steep drop-ff protected by a six-inch curb molded from blacktop.
A cherry red Ford GT with a broad white racing stripe down the hood wheeled around the curve up ahead, its tires straddling the yellow line. Willy had to brake and pull towards the hill. Ben saw a hand flex on the GT’s steering wheel; the car righted itself, accelerated hard past them, and disappeared around the corner behind them. As it passed, they got a clear look at the driver.
Willy said, “That was –—”
“Danny Kent,” Ben said, nodding. “He races cars in Australia when he’s not making movies.”
“Probably not worth a chase, then,” Willy said.
“Only if your favorite actress had her head in his lap,” Ben replied.
“Jessica Tandy?” Willy said. 
“Duuuude.”

    
  Willy parked in a narrow pull-off about a hundred yards down the hill from the place where they wanted to be. Ben shouldered his camera bag and slammed his door. Willy slipped into a black nylon backpack and the pair crossed the road and walked along the shoulder, sneakers grinding grit in the quiet. A soft wind moved across them. The temperature closed in on eighty. Perfect weather. Weather was important today.
Ben had never been this far up in the coastal hills. Until three days ago, that is, when he came up here to scout. They were technically north of Malibu. The houses were big here as well, but spread out on much bigger plots. The privacy was more intense, as were the views of the deep hills and the ocean. Just gorgeous, without the traffic of Malibu proper. Which is why when Ben heard what he heard, about who was coming and staying here, about her schedule and what she might do in a short window of time this morning, he sensed a gilded opportunity to address a serious market imbalance. Classic melon theory. The person they sought today defined market imbalance, as far as Ben’s business was concerned.  
As they walked up the road, an eight-foot stone wall came into view on the opposite side, running up the hill. Ben saw a gate in the wall up ahead, but the gate didn’t interest him, other than the fact that he didn’t want to be anywhere near it; it had a camera. As far as he could tell, that was the only surveillance here.
“That the place?” Willy asked.
Ben nodded. They continued their approach.
“That wall’s damn high,” Willy said.
Ben nodded.
“Don’t tell me you’ll have to stand on my —"
Ben took a sharp left when they reached the beginning of the wall. The stone barrier appeared to surround the property, and there really wasn’t a path around the side. Ben made his own by putting his chest close to the stone and going sideways through an un-landscaped thicket of scrub, bramble, and the twisted branches of medium-height trees. Ben looked back and caught Willy’s eye. The kid imitated him, staying close to the wall and stepping through.
Ben had done this route once before, three days earlier. And now his spider-sense buzzed harder, for the top of the rock wall grew lower. Dirt must have been piled up on this side of the wall by the builders, enough so that right here, where Ben stopped, the wall was a more manageable six-and-a-half feet high.
“This is it,” he said.
“Short porch, man,” replied Willy. “Cool. You think we’ll get something?”
Ben shrugged, but nodded, too. “Her schedule’s open until two o’clock. It’s a beautiful day. And she’s got a beautiful pool in a very big, very private back yard. If you were her, what would you do?”
“I’d fuck a cool guy named Willy until I couldn’t walk, man.”
Ben smiled and unzipped his camera bag. He pulled out his 35mm, a fat, expensive, digital Canon he’d bought six weeks earlier. Then he motioned for Willy to turn around. Ben unzipped the black nylon backpack and pulled out a hardcore 500mm lens and attached it to the camera. This long white lens, heavy enough to have its own handle, would get him close enough to smell the cocoa butter and lip gloss. He reached up and placed what was now about a 10-pound slab of photo equipment on top of the rock wall.
He turned to Willy. “For now, just hang tight and keep your eyes open. I might be able to get a clear shot from here.”
Willy nodded. “Go, man.”
Ben jumped up, put his hands on the edge of the rock wall, and boosted himself up. It took some doing. Ben knew his weight was okay, but he always found out he wasn’t as strong as he thought when he really needed to be.
He leaned with his belly on the top of the rock wall and his feet dangling behind him. He could see into the compound, but several branches hung over his line of sight from trees looming outside the wall. He shifted. A little better.
He saw what he saw when he pulled the same move three days ago: That amazing home, a Seventies relic of glass and steel, three floors and several balconies facing the ocean. A millionaire’s view. The yard was open, sweeping green within stone walls, surrounding an Olympic-sized pool made of tile. On the stone patio between the pool and the rear of the house, near the wet bar and built-in barbecue pit, sat six chaise lounges.
One of them was occupied.
Yahtzee.
Ben balanced himself on his belly, stone digging into him (worth it), and lifted his camera to his face. Damn, it was heavy but it wasn’t like he could get a tripod up here. Muscle it. It took a few seconds for him to steady the lens and acquire.
Thirty yards away. It was her. Corrina.
The breeze ruffled the branch nearest to him and leaves killed his view.
Ben reached up with his right hand and pushed the branch, held the camera to his face with quivering left-arm muscles. Shit. This would never work. The image through the lens was an earthquake. The 500mm had an image stabilization feature that would help, but Ben didn’t want to rely on it to produce magic. He pulled himself up onto the ledge and planted his ass, legs hanging over the inside of the wall. The camera felt like an engine block, but he could just zero in on her, sitting up in the chaise-lounge, turned slightly towards him and pulled away from the house to catch better sun, a straw-laden drink by her hand and gleaming, greased flesh for him alone.
He used one foot to push a branch to the right. The branch kicked back. Ben cursed. He re-set by pushing the branch back again and putting the camera up to his eye. The muscles of his right arm filled with acid. Damn, he needed a tripod. Come on, hold it right there.
Ben’s chest pounded. He saw her better now. Gorgeous. The Greek goddess, the Athens muse, the woman who Interview magazine called “the soccer of pop singers” because she sold out football stadiums worldwide but still hadn’t exploded in the U.S. Her trademark thick curls were pulled back from her face. She sipped her drink, put it down, lifted her arm up and back behind her head.
Ben let out a strange, unreproduceable noise. Nurk.
Corrina was topless.
Holy cannoli, holy hot sauce, holy fucking shit, she was topless.
Ben’s mind blazed: Corrina had never been photographed topless as far as he knew. Today she would be. Whether the law said it was okay or not. Ben let go of the branch, set the camera on top of the wall, and jumped down.
“You see her?” Willy whisper-screamed.
Ben nodded, and his eyes must have been buggy because Willy’s face took on the urgency Ben felt.
“We don’t have much time,” he said. “I can’t get a shot from the top of the wall. Too many branches. So I have an idea. When I tell you to, grab my feet and do not, do not, do not let go of them. You’re my anchor, got it?”
“I got it, man,” Willy said, almost giggling. “Whatchu see?”
Ben smiled. “Nipple.”
“No! No!” Willy did a spin move and almost fell into the sticker bushes. “Holy shit, man!”“Shhh, shhh. Get on the clock, Willy.”
Willy nodded hard. “Go, man.”
Ben scrambled back up to a sitting position on top of the wall, his back to Corrina, his feet dangling down in front of Willy’s face. “Okay, grab them.”
Willy did. Ben scooped up his camera, slid the strap around his neck. And scooted back until the backs of his knees hit the rim of the wall and his butt began to hang over the other side. “Don’t let go, Willy.”
“Just go, man!”
Ben tensed and eased his body back off the wall. As he lowered, his feet lifted and his butt slid completely off the wall. Willy let him slide, but anchored his feet. And Ben drifted smoothly into an upside-down position, knees bent against the edge of the wall, Willy holding his feet, and his head now a good four feet down the inside of the stone wall. He brought the camera to his face, hand on the lens handle holding it steady. It was upside-down. But the shot was pristine. Weather and wiles, baby, weather and wiles give you the big shots.
He clicked away. A Tommy gun’s drum worth of clicks.
And just as he felt a touch too much blood filling his head, Ben also felt a massive market imbalance righting itself.
Then: Shitshow.
A scream. A deep male scream. Ben pulled the camera away.
Oh God.
Two sides of beef covered in fat barreled across the lawn towards Ben. Corrina screamed, disappeared in a wave of towel.
“Gotta roll, Willy!”
Ben used his core to lift himself back up, but after a third of the move found his core lacking. He slapped a hand on the wall, but couldn’t catch hold.
The dudes were seconds away. They had things in their hands. Ben had crossed a line and this would be bad.
He tried to get up again. Couldn’t. Willy pulled on his feet, but that only ground the backs of his calves into the stone. And then Ben’s left foot slipped out of his sneaker. “Son of a fuck!” he squealed and dangled by one foot, his left leg gyrating in the air.
“Gimme your other foot!” Willy screamed.
Ben forced his shoeless foot back down to the stone and he felt Willy grab hold. “C’mon, man!”
The camera. Get the camera out. Ben was about to call to Willy to catch it, just toss it gently over the wall and Willy would have the soft hands to pull it in and hold it close. Like he would hold the woman herself.
Soft hands. That would then no longer be on Ben’s feet. Ben would drop into the compound. And the wall was indeed the full eight feet on the inside. No way to get back up. He’d be stuck, but the camera would be free. Worth it? Maybe the photos would pay for his bail. And hospitalization.
“Come on, man!” Willy wailed.
Ben growled and threw in everything he had left. He got horizontal, abs and quads quaking, burning, the camera a two-hundred pound kettlebell on his chest. He let it dangle by the strap, clawed out with his hands at the wall but could not reach, could not get himself into a sitting position on that wall. So close, so close.
Ben heard their hooves in the stiff, manicured grass. Three seconds out.
Fucking fuck.
The card. Get the memory card and fuck the camera. Ben fumbled with the Canon and popped the card out like he’d done just about every day for how many years. Then he let the camera strap slide over his face and fall from his neck. He heard fifteen grand worth of photo equipment hit the grass. Worth it.
His fingers closed around rock and pulled. Then Willy’s right hand on his left foot slipped off. Ben slipped backward, his right leg dragging up to the top of the wall, his whole body nearly pitching back in after the camera. He scrambled up again, and was now straddling the wall when the barbed-harpoon probes of the security guy’s Taser caught him square, one in the right hamstring, one in the right ass cheek. It missed his wallet by an inch.
He sizzled, every muscle rigid, popping, hopping, his toes pointed straight. He tried to talk, scream, whine, couldn’t.
His fingers snapped stiff. The contents of his right hand spun out and down to the grass. He heard what sounded like a triumphant curse word in another language. A goo-goo gurgle from himself.
Pain, pain, pain. Fire everywhere, but an especially red-hot barbed wire in the flesh between the probes, internal lightning completing a circuit.
The card. The fucking card.
Willy reeled Ben in before the security guys could. He pitched over the wall into the scrub and stickers. The fall yanked the Taser barbs out of him and the pain stopped. The bad pain, anyway. The basic laying-in-stickers pain and falling-six-feet pain and harpoon-yank pain remained.
“Holy shit, Willy,” was all he could croak.
Willy pulled him up. “We got to go, man.”
“Uh huh.”
Sharp voices on the other side of the wall. If those guys could get over the wall . . .  no, they’d be heading for the car and the front gate. Ben hoped the camera lying in the grass might hold them up for a few seconds.
Then a sneaker was shoved against his belly. Damn. Ben hugged it close. Willy slung an arm under Ben’s pits. “We’re out, man. You gotta move.”
Ben found that he could. His left leg worked. His right, not so much. And there they were, two war buddies hobbling out of the shit, one of them hugging a sneaker to his belly.
To Ben, it took forever. How could they not be caught? How many minutes passed before they emerged from the scrub and limped down the road? Willy left him then, sprinting ahead with the camera bag (the one with no camera in it) to the car. He got in, fired it up, and peeled around so Ben could slide right into the passenger seat. Willy floored it down the hill, fishtailing twice, but avoiding other things, including two cars coming up at them.
Ben didn’t see anyone following.
“You lost the camera,” Willy said.
“And the memory card,” Ben confirmed. 
Willy didn’t say anything for a bit. Drove hard. Then drove softer. They reached the PCH and Willy hung a left south back to L.A. That’s when he said, “Describe, man. Details.”
Ben sighed and rubbed his leg. “She was amazing,” he said. Then he covered his eyes. “And I lost her.”

    
  Once they hit Santa Monica, Willy woke his phone and speed-dialed. “We’re done,” he said to whoever. Then Spanish, fast and fluid and out of Ben’s purview. He didn’t care. His leg and ass beat war drums as he pulled splinters and stickers from his sock and put his sneaker back on. Willy hung up.
“Where are we going?”
“I got a place, man,” Willy said.
“What does that mean?”
“You need to see someone,” he said.
“I’m not going to a doctor.”
Willy laughed. “No, man. You have an appointment. I set it up.”
“Set what up?”
Willy grinned. “You, man.”
“Me, man?”
“Yeah, man.”
“We have to do this now? Why?”
Willy grinned harder and point-point-pointed into the flesh of the dashboard with his middle finger. “Because you da man, man!”

    
  The building was a small warehouse space five turns off of LaCienega, just north of I-10. It sat on a lot behind chain-link fence, room for a dozen cars, with a mix of half that ranging from a Jag and a black Escalade to a couple of Toyota Celica-looking things. Willy pulled into one of two available spaces.
“Welcome to Sherman Shooter’s world headquarters,” said Willy. 
“Sherman Shooter,” Ben said. “Porn star.”
“The man.”
“Thought I was the man.”
Willy grinned. “You da man. Sherman’s the man.”
“Willy, what the hell is this?”
Willy put the car in park and turned to him. “This is worthwhile, man.”
“My fucking leg is killing me.”
“Ain’t you the least bit curious?”
Ben grimaced and rubbed the spot in his hamstring where the harpoon had ripped out. There was a knot in the flesh and his fingers came away with a dab of blood. “Shit.”
“That ain’t bleedin’, I seen bleedin’. Come on in for a minute. It’s cool in there at least. We can get a drink and chill out.”
“Getting a drink and chilling out is worthwhile?”
“You’ll see, man, you’ll see. And I hear they’re shooting today. Maybe you’ll get to see a real, live money shot.”
“Yes. Let’s go watch a man ejaculate.”
Willy laughed. “Ben, trust me when I say there’s a reason you need to go in there.”
“What reason?”
“I won’t ruin the surprise.”
“Fuck this, I’m not much on games, Willy.”
Willy leaned in harder, still grinning. “Ben, if you don’t come in, they’ll just come out and get you.”
Ben eyed the kid. For a full second, pretense disappeared between boss and employee and Ben heard the meaning between the words. He’d had a lot of adrenaline already that day, but a little more seeped in just then. 
“Come on,” Willy said, and got out of the car.
Ben did, too, groaning. His wounds throbbed and he limped forth like a freshly-spawned calf born via rectum.

    
  Willy opened the outer door and led Ben into a dingy space before a second door.
“You gotta let the outside door shut first,” Willy said. When it did, he slowly opened the inside door and slipped in. It wasn’t any larger than any studio space Ben had ever seen or worked in. In fact, it wasn’t much different from any other small studio around town. It was dark inside except for some lighting in and around a partitioned set out on the floor. Something was shooting behind the partition: Through a gap Ben could see a few people staring at the action. A tattooed camera guy with long hair. A tattooed boom-mike guy with no hair. But Willy walked over to the only guy Ben saw who was away from the partition and not part of the set.
He was
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