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PROLOGUE





LOS ANGELES POLICE DEPARTMENT


You think this is a game? You didnt snuff some hooker. You killed Ally Street, the famous actress. Youre facing the gas chamber!


I didnt do anything!


The detective lunged. His partner restrained him. We dont have the gas chamber anymore. Let me talk to the kid a minute.


The wormy young suspect sat at a plain metal desk. Dress shirt and slacks. Hands trembling. His untouched coffee was cold.


The second detective opened a notebook. Maybe we can work something out.


What do you mean?


A deal. Tell us what you know.


But Im innocent!


Youre in deep shit! yelled the first detective, the one named Reamsnyder.


Take it easy, said his partner, by the name of Babcock.


The young man stared down at the scratched desktop. I think I need an attorney.


A technician shot video from behind a two-way mirror. The interrogation room was an off-putting shade of mildew green that psychiatrists said would help to break suspects.



Babcock took a sip of his own coffee. Sure, you can have an attorney. Whenever you want. But as soon as one arrives, we cant help you anymore. Maybe we can figure a way out of this.


The young man looked away.


Still want that lawyer?


No answer.


Babcock opened a folder. Ford Oelman. That your real name?


Ford nodded slightly, no eye contact.


Says you work at Vistamax Studios. What do you do?


Props


Thats a good job


Why are you being nice to this asshole? said Reamsnyder. Hes a dead man! Hes going down!


We dont need to talk like that, said Babcock. He hasnt told his side of the story. Maybe its not what it looks like.


Bullshit! He was stalking her. We have witnesses. And just look at those eyessome kind of pervert. Reamsnyder leaned into the young mans face. Tell us where the body is, and maybe well ask the prosecutor for life.


Ford jerked back in his chair. I didnt do anything! I dont know whats going on! His head snapped toward Babcock. You already questioned me last month, right after it happened. You believed me then.


That was before we found you with those panties, said Reamsnyder. The lab positively matched her DNA. And youd just been fired. People heard all those threats you made when security threw you off the lot. Then theres your cell phone. How do you explain the ransom calls we traced?


His whole body was shaking. II cant


Babcock calmly folded his arms. You have to understand how this looks from our side. Its not good.


But I really am innocent!


Youre a loser, said Reamsnyder. Some lowlife who drove a golf cart around the set.


Ford wouldnt look at him.



Hey, shithead! You still dont get it, do you? You dont realize who you killed. The detective seized the young man by the collar and yanked him out of his chair. The weight of this town is about to fall on you like an anvil!


Babcock jumped up and grabbed Reamsnyder again. What the hell are you doing? Let go of him!


The detective pushed Ford back down in his chair. What did she do? Laugh at you? Make you feel small?


Babcock squared around on his partner. I think you need to go cool off.


Fine! Reamsnyder straightened his shirtsleeves. I cant stand the stench in this room! He slammed the door on the way out.


Babcock returned to his seat. Sorry about that. Hes actually a good cop. Cases like this get to him.


I didnt have anything to do with it! You got to believe me!


I do, the detective lied. But you have to give us something to go on. Any idea whos involved? I mean, youre connected to this thing at every stage. It cant all be a coincidence.


But it is! said Ford, eyes big and watery. This whole thing is insane. A bunch of weird stuff just kept happening. If it made any sense at all, Id swear I was being framed.


Maybe you are. Babcock opened his folder again. So, this started when? About four weeks ago?


Ford rubbed his forehead.


Why dont you tell me about it, from the beginning?


Ford nodded and took a deep breath


FOUR WEEKS AGO




Hollywood Tattletale


SHOOTING SCHEDULE DELAYED BY DEATHS


HOLLYWOODThree people were killed on the set of All That Glitters when a medieval catapult malfunctioned Monday, accidentally firing on several craft-service workers preparing lunch for the cast and crew.



The fatalities are but the latest in a litany of problems that have plagued the production of Werner B. Potemkins ambitious epic. The filmintended to encompass the entire history of Tinseltownis $120 million over budget and two years behind schedule. The death toll now stands at 18.


Filming was indefinitely suspended after Mondays accident when special effects coordinator Olaf Blt stormed off in a rage. I dont know why we even had a catapult. Theres nothing in the script.


Potemkin is notorious for incessant rewrites on the set, not to mention a meticulous attention to realism bordering on the obsessive. Sources report that earlier in the day, Potemkin and Blt argued loudly over the directors refusal to use a less powerful catapult. Hospital spokesmen revealed that the victims would have survived the lightweight foam boulder, but they were standing at the end of the full-scale weapon when the thirty-foot spring arm sheared loose and followed the fake rock down on top of the workers as they removed steam lids at the buffet table.


You start cutting corners on catapult strength, remarked Potemkin, next thing youre cheating on your wife with a blackmailing hooker named Candy. I mean someone else is.


The entertainment media quickly descended again outside the gates of Vistamax Studios, where police were called in to clear the driveway for departing vehicles.


If only he had listened, Blt said out the window of his baby blue Alpine-Renault. Those caterers didnt deserve that.


On-set quarrels are not confined to the special effects chief. Movie insiders attribute a state of total chaos to Potemkins brusque directorial style of perpetual shouting punctuated by sudden, unexplained bouts of weeping in the corner. Defenders, on the other hand, argue that this same tempestuous European approach was the genius behind such Potemkin classics as The Deconstructionists Dilemma, Anatomy of an Enigma and Die, Mr. Snodgrass, Die!


As rewrites and broken deadlines mount, however, the friction has become the source of constant feuding with all the actors. The first four female leads have either been fired or quit, and the lastmodel-turned-actress Naomi Passioushad been seen fleeing the soundstage in tears on a daily basis before being replaced by newcomer-model-turned-actress Ally Street. Complicating matters was Naomis on-again-off-again relationship with boy-band heartthrob Jason Geddy (see related story), who was a regular distraction on the set until being banned after mistaking one of his own bodyguards for a member of an archrival boy band and repeatedly striking him with the golf club he always carries.


That was a mistake, Geddy later said. Its time to move on.


Meanwhile, Potemkins already strained relationship with the studio has become untenable in recent months. Privately, studio brass are said to be furious with the directors whimsical treatment of the shooting schedule as well as an utter intransigence in the editing room. Vistamax is seeking a commercially viable running time of 90 to 120 minutes, while Potemkin refuses to budge on his ever-growing eight-hour cut.


The director, in response, is said to be livid about the studios decision to target younger moviegoers by recruiting Snoop Dogg to perform the theme song, Theres No Bizzle, Like Show Bizzle.


In other developments, tonights cast party at Skybar is apparently still on. Originally planned as the wrap party, it had already been postponed six times before studio officials finally decided to go forward with the event as a midpoint publicity bash, issuing four times the usual number of press credentials in an effort to offset chronic rumors that the film is in danger of becoming the most expensive flop in Hollywood history.


A Vistamax spokesperson requested that in lieu of flowers, donations be made to the Caterers, Grips and Personal Assistants Home in Pasadena.


RELATED STORY, PAGE 17


PASSIOUS, GEDDY GET BACK TOGETHER, BREAK UP


HOLLYWOODNo sooner had publicists confirmed the latest reconciliation between model-turned-actress Naomi Passious and boy-band heartthrob Jason Geddy, than the stormy relationship was reportedly off again.


The latest about-face came during a Sunset Strip altercation in the trendy Viper Room, where a melee broke out during a private party thrown to celebrate the star couples reconciliation. The exact order of events is unclear, but witnesses generally concur Passious sparked the donnybrook by flirting with archrival boy-band singer Frankie Flatone. Before anyone realized what was happening, Passious and Geddy had both removed their matching Rodeo Drive belts with each others name encrusted in diamonds, and began horse-whipping each other in front of the stage.


It was like The Passion of the Christ, but worse, said one unidentified observer. Everyone wishes them the best.


Bodyguards quickly separated the couple as members of the entertainment press rushed out to report that the volatile relationship was off again. Soon, however, the couple was observed sloppy-kissing on the dance floor, and journalists quickly refiled that the rocky courtship was back on. Thats when Flatone asked to cut in and sustained blunt head trauma from a golf club. Accounts vary greatly, from a three iron to a sand wedge, but emergency room personnel place the official number of stitches at 36. Passious fled the lounge in tears with a support entourage of unemployed models and/or drug connections.


I overreacted, said Geddy, wiping the end of the club with a bar napkin. I guess I should send him something.


Just after midnight, Passiouss publicist called a hastily arranged news conference and blamed the media. She attributed her clients behavior to professional exhaustion and pleaded for everyone to respect the stars privacy in high-profile nightclubs.


The couples earlier troubles have been well chronicled in the celebrity press, particularly Geddys volatile temper and intense hatred of paparazzi. Several lawsuits had been settled out of court before it came to a head last August, when Geddy was sentenced to a years probation after a pistol registered to him discharged six times poolside at the Argyle. Fortunately, Geddy was holding the gun sideways to look cool, and didnt hit anything.


It was a misunderstanding, as well as an accident, said Geddys celebrity attorney, Calvin Sass. Hes become very respectful of firearms.


Then, of course, was Februarys infamous 72-hour weekend in Las Vegas that resulted in the panicked pair racing down to the courthouse Monday morning for an annulment, which was denied on the grounds that they had forgotten to get married in the first place.


It was supposed to be an innocent joke, said Passious. But it went too far.


Added Geddy: Thats what happens when you drink for three days without eating anything.





THAT EVENING


Just after dark, an endless convoy of stretch limos cruised down Sunset Strip with precision and social urgency. The vehicles were soon backed up for blocks, waiting to burp passengers onto the sidewalk at 8440, the address of Ian Schragers landmark Mondrian Hotel.


The hotel was famous because it was the home of Skybar, the nightclub that was famous because you couldnt get into it. If you could get inside, you might see Cindy Crawford or Tom Hanks or Cher, but you couldnt.


The clubs entrance was defended like the gates of a U.S. embassy in a refugee crisis, which described every night on the strip: dumpling-shaped tourists with Instamatics, autograph hounds with maps of the stars, barefoot street musicians, runaway wolf children, meth-monkeys, winos. A riot formation of block-shouldered bouncers in black dress shirts stood fast and held the Maginot Line, waving through the cultural elite with air kisses.


Tonight, Skybars admittance policy was even more rigorous. The midpoint party for the runaway-train-wreck All That Glitters. A private function, which meant The List. Cast members, movie moguls, entertainment press and lower-rung studio employees who wangled extra invitations that floated around the soundstages like a separate form of currency.


Another limo pulled up. Paparazzi pounced. Theyd been alerted by the studio, then reminded. The backdoor of the stretch opened. Cameras flashed. Which alerted more tourists.


Look! yelled a fan from Toledo. Its Ally Street!


Another limo. Sightseers stampeded across the boulevard. Traffic screeched.


And theres boy-band heartthrob Jason Geddy!


More photo flashes. More tourists flocked and fused tightly into a single screaming blob. More limos. The Brylcreemed tumor of Middle America pulsed forward. Bodyguards pushed back. VIPs shielded their eyes and ducked inside.


Next limo.



Its the Glick brothers!


Out came Ian and Mel, owners of Vistamax Studios and coproducers of All That Glitters. The Glicks had earned their way to the top of Vistamax by being born to the previous owners. Identical twins, the brothers exited the limo in identical, untucked white linen shirts, loafers and no socks. Their short, gelled black hair stood up in a crop of tiny stalagmites. Thick-rimmed reading glasses. In addition to being power players, the Glicks were style setters, and their sense of chic had become the gold standard. They understood that hip was a rapidly repeating cycle, and the brothers stayed so far out in front on the trend track that they often lapped those in the rear of the herd. Like tonight: All the fashion observers were uniformly wowed by everything the brothers had going on. Theyd done it again, way, way ahead. Others at the party had the same look, but it was because they were so far behind, and they were aggressively shunned.


The brothers turned around one last time at the entrance, smiling and waving to the little people, then darted inside to more photo flashes.


Next: a crammed Malibu convertible. Five guys from the props department who roomed together and scored invitations from a third executive producer who hung out on the back lot with no obvious duties. The paparazzi didnt recognize them but took pictures in case. A bouncer found their names on The List and inside they went. Or out, to be more accurate. Because Skybar was located under the stars, spread across a poolside patio where unnatural concentrations of supermodels lounged with the sultry, bedroom eyes of people coming around after surgery. The decor was minimal, the big color white, lots of candles. The Hollywood Hills dropped off steeply behind the hotel, and the back of the club appeared to rest on the edge of a cliff, overlooking the vast, twinkling grid of greater Los Angeles, where the night air seemed to conduct voltage; the thick daytime haze, now invisible, trapping various wavelengths from fluorescent streetlights that gave the palm trees a slimy glow like low-budget porn.



The props guys couldnt hide their surprise. Despite countless attempts, theyd never made it inside Skybar before.


Damn! said Mark, the one with sideburns. I cant believe were in the movie business!


You mean you are, said Ford.


Sorry, forgot about you getting fired, said Mark. Let me get you something to drink.


You know I dont drink.


You should start. Take your mind off it.


Ford glanced around. I just know Im going to get thrown out. As soon as the Glicks notice Im


Theyre too busy figuring out who theyre going to nail, said Mark, turning toward the loudest section of the party, where bookend vixens were fighting off all comers to stay attached to the Glicks arms. The competition was fierce, despiteand because ofthe brothers reputation for spiking drinks and tag-teaming unconscious ingenues, who landed juicy movie roles in exchange for not going to the authorities. The brothers considered themselves fair men.


Look at those jerks, said Ford. I still cant believe what they did to me.


Youll find another job. Besides, whod have thought wed make it this far?


Indeed. A mighty long way for two guys whod begun the year wearing paper hats at a Pretzel Depot in the food court of a deserted mall in unincorporated Zanesville, Ohio. Ford Oelman and Mark Costa. Both on the thin side with extra-young faces that suggested childhood histories of being picked on.


But they had dreams. Ford wanted to be a writer; Mark, an actor. The pair spent many an idle evening in the food court sharing a love of cinema, elaborately planning their shot at stardom. And thats as far as it went. Months passed. Inertia set in. Ford eventually worked his way up to interim weekend night manager before mall occupancy fell below ten percent and the shopping center was slated for demolition to make way for a new empty field.



Mark was crushed, but Ford saw the silver-screen lining. He knew opportunity when it knocked. Thats right: Pretzel Depot had several franchises in southern California.


Westward ho! They landed evening gigs in a Burbank food court, where they served a steady stream of stagehands from Vistamax Studios across the street. Ford and Mark followed them back across the street one day and applied for jobs. Their big break came from the props department.


The enormity of the warehouse blew them away, like that scene with all the crates at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark. It was a converted blimp hangar with endless, cavernous, interconnecting rooms. Hundreds of oil paintings, thousands of Tiffany lamps, two separate rooms for musical instruments, string and wind. They couldnt have been happier, zipping around the studio in golf carts full of wax fruit, fireplace pokers, caveman clubs, yacht pennants, cowboy spurs, sousaphones and leather-bound books with spray-on dust.


On their first Friday, a third executive producer wandered into the break room. You guys need invitations?


To what?


Cast party. I got extra.


But were not cast.


Doesnt matter. The producer gave them an envelope. Need coke with that?


What?


Call me if you do. He handed out business cards. Dallas Reel.


The producer was right: All night long, nobody cared they werent cast. And what a party it was!


Actually, it was a whole bunch of them. Ford and Mark quickly learned that a single invitation was like an all-day pass to an underground social network connecting the entire L.A. scene in a fluid movement of strangers who came together in brief alliances to locate the next party, where they promptly dissolved to re-form new permutations and so on. The buddies didnt recognize any stars for the first two hours, then just a bit actor who played a series of O.D. victims during three seasons of ER. For the most part, everyone was like them, bottom-feeders on an insatiable quest. But what was that quest? A young gofer from New Line told them: to get a limo. Studio brass were always losing track of them, and you had to be ready.


Been watching this one for an hour. The gofer nodded toward the white stretch Hummer in front of a Bauhaus manse on Laurel Canyon.


Whos it belong to? asked Ford.


That guy.


A third executive producer trotted down the front steps with a bottle of champagne and a bottle blonde. They hopped in a black Ferrari and zoomed down the canyon.


To the limo!


Three young men dove in the backseat. The suspicious chauffeur turned around. You with the studio?


Yeah.


The driver handed back a pile of stapled pages. My screenplay. Coming-of-age story about rival chauffeurs They sped off.


That was several months ago. Killer parties every weekend. Ford picked up material for his scripts. Mark picked up a hobby. He began collecting phone numbers of actresses and actress-types that he stored in the directory of his cell phone until most of the alphabet was represented. Then Ford got fired. Its a long story, and well get to that. But right now: Skybar.


The Glicks basked. Supermodels posed. Mark and Ford made their way around the pool to a tiny, tin-roofed bar. Mark ordered an apple martini. Ford asked for a Coke.


You should get something to drink, said Mark. Help you relax.


Im getting something to drink.


You know what I mean.


The pair leaned against a wall outside the womens room so Mark could lurk. A waiter came by. Ford grabbed two flutes of Dom Prignon from the passing tray.


Ford, said Mark. Youre drinking.


On the far edge of the patio, a melancholy young woman stood alone at the railing, gazing out over the City of Angels, her long, wispy hair fluttering in the breeze. Each time she turned around, another blinding burst from paparazzi. So she didnt turn around much. Ally Street, the newly cast star of All That Glitters.


Street was soon joined by another attractive but older woman, her agent/publicist Tori Gersh, the primary reason for Streets success. The actress had literally come out of nowhere to land the big role, following the heavily reported dismissal of Naomi Passious for creative differences, which meant drugs. The casting of a complete unknown in such a high-profile part triggered an avalanche of media requests and forced Gersh to rapidly compose the fake biography: Born during a West Virginia blizzard that killed her parents and raised by gypsies who sold counterfeit Bon Jovi beach towels in midways along the Atlantic seaboard before escaping to join a breakaway convent in New Hampshire that had rejected Vatican II and was later indicted for an Internet Ponzi scam involving miracle wrinkle gel, then three missing years in the Pacific Northwest that she refused to talk about before resurfacing as Guinevere in a renaissance troupe out of Bakersfield, where Gershs Volvo just happened to break down. The trades consistently described Streets rise to fame as meteoric, even though meteors actually fall.


And thats how she didnt come to be in Skybar tonight, standing next to Tori at the railing. They looked out over the city and saw a shooting star.


I hate these parties, said Ally.


Just a few more minutes, said Tori. For appearances.


Two people came toward them. One was another publicist. He shook their hands. Ms. Street, a pleasure. Im a big admirer of your work. Id like you to meet my client, Jason Geddy.


Jason shook Allys hand. Yo, word.


Paparazzi cameras flashed.


A brief period of very small talk. The other publicist shook their hands again and left.


That was nice of them, said Ally.


Nice, nothing, said Tori. It was just to generate rumors about you two in the press. Jasons careers been racing south ever since the breakup of Boyz II Synched XS.


On the other side of the patio, Mark pestered a babe exiting the womens room.


Excuse me, youre a model, arent you?


She raised her chin in umbrage. Spokesmodel.


Mark tapped a spot on the side of his face. You got throw-up.


Ford slumped against the wall and grabbed two more glasses from a passing tray.


Mark opened his cell phone and looked up at the woman. Maybe I can call you sometime?


Uh, sure


Ford killed the glass in his left hand, then his right. The woman hurried away. Mark turned to Ford and held up his open cell phone. Just got another number.


Ford read the blue liquid display: 555-1234.


Mark closed the phone. That was a good one, too. I was low on Hs.


Do you ever call them?


Constantly.


And?


Theyve all been wrong numbers. I think somethings the matter with my phone.


Ford scanned the patio with double vision. Havent seen any stars yet.


Theres Ally Street, said Mark.


Where?


Against the railing.





Ten minutes later, the rest of the gang from props clustered around Ford. They stared at his cell phone in astonishment.


I cant believe you got Ally Streets number!


I just walked up to her, said Ford. I guess everyone else is too intimidated.


When are you going to call her?



Tonight, said Ford. She wants to meet later.


Probably a fake number, said Mark. Thats what they do.


Ford flipped open his cell and hit the last number entered. A phone rang on the other side of the pool.


Hello?





Midnight.


The props guys sipped Long Island iced teas and gazed out an upstairs picture window overlooking Wilshire Boulevard. Novelty ice cubes blinked in their drinks. New tote bags hung from their shoulders.


The music was loud and industrial, the dark room behind them jammed and sweaty with people dancing by the light of a hundred blinking cocktails. A record label release party for the new anarchist punk band Plastic Corporate Man Massacre, whose name was embroidered on the promotional tote bags.


When are you supposed to call Ally? asked Mark.


Ford held his watch to his drink. Half hour.


Lets get something to eat.


They took the elevator to the ground floor. The party was being held above a high-end department store, and the Otis doors opened to the bright, jarring light of the bedroom section. Ushers in bow ties were waiting to take the next group upstairs; others escorted the props guys back through the cologne atrium to the front entrance.


A daisy-yellow Malibu convertible headed north on Vine. Normally, Ford would have been behind the wheel. He was the gangs permanent designated driver, because he never drank, until now. So they reverted to their previous rotation: whoever was currently shit-scared onto the temporary wagon. Tonight that would be Pedro, still trying to shake off being awakened naked in a Topanga Dumpster by a bunch of transients poking him with sticks.


They turned left on Sunset, the radio cranked. Fords head lolled, chin to his chest.


All right now, baby, its all riiiiiight now!



Five more blocks. The Malibu entered a drive-through. Pedro shook Ford. Wake up!


Ford looked around. Where are we?


The In-N-Out.


May I take your order?


What do they have? asked Ford.


Just burgers, fries, soda. Its the In-N-Out.


Mark was trying to make calls on his cell but only getting out-of-service messages.


Hey, Ford, said Pedro. What time were you supposed to call Ally?


Oh, shit! Ford flipped open his own cell.


A hand reached over the passenger door and snatched it away. The gang turned.


Two guys with ski masks and guns.


Give it up! That other phone! Now!


Mark held out a quivering arm.


Wallets and watches! demanded the second robber.


The guys were suddenly sober, fishing out billfolds and undoing wristbands.


Hurry the fuck up!


May I take your order?


A police car with two hungry officers pulled in.


Damn! The jackers took off across the parking lot and disappeared through a hole in the fence with the Days Inn.


Five hearts pounded in the convertible, five frozen guys holding wallets and watches.


Hello? Anyone there? Can I take your order?


They began snapping out of it.


That was close, said Pedro. We almost lost our wallets.


They got my cell phone! said Mark. All my numbers!


They got mine! said Ford. How am I going to call Ally?





A yellow Malibu sat in the rear of the parking lot behind the In-N-Out.



This is insane! Pedro grabbed into the backseat. Give me back my phone!


Mark jerked it out of reach.


Come on, give it! said Pedro. I never would have lent it to you if Id known


I have to get my cell phone back! said Mark, punching in numbers.


I have to call Ally! said Ford.


Youre both drunk!


Shhhh! Its ringing! said Mark. Uh, hello?Yeah, its usWe just metThe guys you robbedSorry, should have figured there were severalAt the In-N-OutThats right. I want to make a deal. I want my phone backNo, this isnt a joke. Well paybecause I got a bunch of stuff stored in it I needLook, its not worth anything to you anyway. Well have the police trace your calls and then you go to jailNo, I wasnt threatening you. I was trying to make a pointYou just found my personal info in the phone? Youre going to hunt me down and kill me?


Ford waved drunkenly in Marks face. Gimme, gimme, gimme. Let me talk to him


Hold on. Someone else wants to talk to you


Hi, Ford Oelman hereRight, another fuck-head. Listen, well give you two hundred dollars for theBecause I met this really hot actress tonight and her numbers in the phoneAlly StreetI did so meet her!SkybarMe neither, but I got on the list this timeI know shes really hotI just told you thatCan we speed this up? I was supposed to call her twenty minutes agoYou found her number?Great! Why dont you just read it off to me and then we dont have to meet?What do you mean, youre going to call her yourself?No, Im supposed to call her. You cant


What happened? said Mark.


He hung up.


Mark grabbed the phone and dialed again.


Is it ringing? said Ford.


Busy signal. Mark hit redial. Still busy.



Gimme that. Ford hit redial. On the fifth try, he gave Mark a thumbs-up. Hello. Its me againThe guy who knows Ally StreetYou just talked to her?You set up a meeting?But howYou said you were my driver?Could you repeat that last part?I seeHold on Ford covered the phone and turned to Mark. The price is now five hundred.


Five hundred!


Says theyll give us both phones as well as the location where Im supposed to meet Ally.


Mark winced at the cost, then nodded reluctantly. Split it fifty-fifty?


Deal. Ford uncovered the phone. Five hundred it isYeah, I know the placeFifteen minutes in front of the Pig N Whistle. You got itHey, when you talked to her did she say anything about me, you know, if she thought I was cute or


What happened?


He hung up.





Fifteen minutes later.


A yellow Malibu sat in the shadows of a dark side street off Hollywood Boulevard, a half-block down from the Pig N Whistle.


What are you doing? said Ford, pointing up the street with a five-hundred-dollar wad from an ATM. Were supposed to meet over there!


Not a chance, said Pedro, stretching his neck to see if anyone was lying in wait near the pub. I should have my head examined just for being here. This is the most dumbass stunt I ever


Pedro felt something cold and metal in his ear.


Gimme your wallets, said a man in a ski mask.


And your watches, said his accomplice.


The money was plucked from Fords hand. The robbers collected the rest of their loot and ran off.


Ford turned to Mark. They lied.






The next morning.


Ford lifted his head off the pillow and checked the alarm clock. Actually afternoon. His head fell back down with a groan.


Mark was already up, frying ham and eggs in the kitchen of their modest third-floor unit at the Alto Nido Apartments. It was the quiet north end of Ivar Avenue, Jackson Browne playing softly on a small stereo from the Home Shopping Club mounted under a cabinet next to the stove.


Ford stumbled into the kitchen rubbing his eyes.


Running on emptyRunning bliiiiiiiiiind!


He filled a glass under the faucet and plopped two Alka-Seltzers, waiting on the fizzing action by staring out the window over the sink: light freeway traffic, partial glimpse of the Capitol Records towerHold it. Something out of place. He turned to Mark at the kitchen table, sawing ham and dipping in yolk. Why is it so quiet?


Mark flipped a page of the Los Angeles Times sports section and pointed toward the living room with his fork. Three guys watching TV. The silent treatment.


Why are they giving you the silent treatment?


My guess is youre going to get it, too.


What did I do?


Still sore about the robbery.


I didnt steal anything.


Mark turned the page. They wont listen.


Ford grabbed the edge of the sink. Whoa He felt a momentary wooziness and the sensation something was pushing on his eyeballs from the inside. I think I need to go back to bed.


He started walking away. Pedro ran into the kitchen and grabbed his arm.


Look, said Ford. Im sorry as hell about last night, but Jesus!


Pedros face wasnt angry. It was white.


Soon, they were all gathered around the TV in the living room. A publicity photo of Ally Street filled the screen. The image switched to a reporter on the sidewalk in front of a trendy restaurant.



Tinseltown remains stunned by last nights brazen abduction of Ally Street, who witnesses said was standing on this very spot along famous Sunset Boulevard when she was forced inside a dark van by masked gunmen


Mark turned up the volume.


Ms. Streets dining party reported that shortly before the kidnapping, the actress received a mysterious call on her cell phone and excused herself


The roommates exchanged looks.


Authorities arent officially commenting, but inside sources at the police department say theyve been able to trace that final call to another cell phone and are seeking to interview this man, described only as a person of interest


A blown-up paparazzi photo from Skybar appeared on the tube.


Its Ford! said Pedro. When he was talking to Ally last night by the pool!


Meanwhile, a Vistamax spokesman said the studio is saddened by the news and will do all in its power to ensure Ms. Streets safe return and maintain the shooting schedule for a holiday release


Loud banging on the apartment door.


Open up! Police!
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NINE MONTHS EARLIER


Serge sat in a grimy motel room along Tampas Nebraska Avenue, banging away on a manual Underwood typewriter.


Coleman chugged a Budweiser and stared out the window at prostitutes and a bearded man pushing a rusty shopping cart full of curled phone books. There was no middle groundthe section of town where motels rent by the hour or the month. Disagreements and unidentifiable thumps through thin walls.


Coleman tossed his empty aluminum can in the wastebasket, but it bounced out because the basket was already full of crumpled pages with Scene One at the top.


Serge ripped another sheet from the typewriters spool, wadded it up and threw it in the corner.


Coleman popped another beer. Hows your screenplay coming?


Serge inserted a fresh page. Great. Almost finished. Guaranteed to make my movie career. All I need is the opening hook. He began typing again.


Coleman stopped chugging and lowered his beer. How do you write a movie, anyway?


Serge sighed and stopped typing. Well, you begin by just letting your mind float. After a while, if you dont have any distractions, you enter an astral-plane dream state, where the scene youre writing becomes as real as this desk. He slapped the top of the table.


Coleman killed the rest of the beer and tossed it in the corner. Can I come with you?


Sure. Serge resumed typing. But first youll have to loosen all the bolts on your imagination.


No problem. Coleman snatched a fat spliff from over his ear and fired it up. He blew a large cloud toward the ceiling. Okay, Im ready. He leaned over Serges shoulder for a peek at the typewriter. Where are we going?




SCENE ONE 
Nine Months Earlier


Klieg lights sweep the night sky. A bustling city street in black-and-white. Vintage automobiles from the 40s drive past the exterior of a popular bar in Morocco. A neon sign: SERGES. The perspective segues inside. People drinking, gambling, singing along with the piano player. The camera zooms. A tall, debonair man in an immaculate white tuxedo appears from a back room. He moves through the crowd with panache and approaches the source of the music.


Coleman glances up from his stool: Hey, Serge, look at me, I can play the piano!


Serge fits an unlit cigarette between his lips and lets it droop.


Coleman, noticing his hands on the keyboard: And Im black!


Suddenly, a commotion toward the front of the club. SS uniforms fill the entrance.



Serge turns toward them with a penetrating gaze.


Coleman: What is it, boss?


Serge: I dont like Nazis.


Whys that, boss?


Goose-stepping never preceded any big laughs.


What are you going to do, boss?


Serge faces the door and grabs his crotch. Master race this!


The platoon draws its sidearms and charges. Serge and Coleman begin running but are quickly pinned down in the back of the club.


German captain: Shoot them.


Soldiers raise their Lugers.


Coleman: What do we do now, boss?


Serge: Damn. I wrote us into a corner.




A crumpled ball of paper bounced off the top of the wastebasket. Serge inserted a new sheet.


That was a rush, said Coleman, looking at the joint in his hand. I thought we were dead for sure.


Serge ignored him. Internal dialogue chattering in his head. He tapped furiously on his trusty Underwood, the kind Mickey Spillane would have used. Warm memories of the Old Florida washed over him like something that is warm and also washes over you.


Coleman popped another beer. You mentioned something about a movie career?



Serge was on a roll, typing like a machine. Im following the Sly Stallone formulawrite myself into a killer script, star in the movie, then get overpaid for hack work the rest of my lifeIm almost done.


Coleman walked up and looked over Serges shoulder again. But youre back on page one.


Its all about the opening hook. After that, the rest writes itself.


You got an opening hook?


Serge ripped out the page and crumpled it.


Coleman fit the end of his joint into a roach clip. Maybe youre hung up on location.


Maybe youre right. Serge inserted another sheet.


Wait for me, said Coleman. He began hitting the roachand into a seedy motel room.




SCENE ONE 
Nine Months Earlier, the Lunar Surface


A rocket ship lands. The horn section of a Stanley Kubrick soundtrack builds in the background as the spacecrafts hatch opens dramatically.


Serge steps out, hands on hips. Coleman stands next to him with a Budweiser in the new ZX9 micro-atmospheric delivery system.


Serge surveys the horizon with thermogoggles. The orchestral music swells; kettle drums signal an epiphany.


Coleman stops sucking on the beer tube extending through the self-sealing port in the side of his space helmet: See an opening hook out there?


Just an old black monolith. A crumpled ball of paper falls slow-motion into a crater.



Coleman clutches the tube in his mouth again: What about a different time frame?



SCENE ONE 
A Hundred and Nineteen Years Earlier


Horses hooves thunder across the Wild West. A large posse seals off all escape.


Two outlaws squirm along the edge of a cliff.


Serge: Who are those guys?


Coleman peeks over the cliff at the water hundreds of feet below: I cant swim.


Serge: I have to go to the bathroom. He steps off the cliff




Coleman sat down at the foot of a bed. Why are we staying at this crappy place, anyway?


Inspiration, Serge yelled from around the corner. A toilet flushed. He came back out. I thought some stuff might happen that would give me ideas He wandered to the window and stared outside at Nebraska Avenue. A car crashed. Gunshots echoed from an alley. A streetwalker in a cheerleading uniform pulled a switchblade on a pimp. Serge went back to his typewriter and sat down in front of an empty page. Why cant I think of anything?


A knock at the door. Coleman answered. A man with strands of aluminum foil in a long beard stood next to a shopping cart. He wanted to know if they had any phone books. Coleman gave him two thick ones from the nightstand.


Serge started typing again. Who was that?


Coleman closed the door. I dont know.


What did he want?



Our phone books.


Another sign of The End Times.


Coleman sat down again and picked at his toes. So when did movies become your latest obsession?


What do you mean latest? Ive always been into movies.


You know what Im talking about. Every couple months you get on some kick, and we have to drive all over the place and completely change the way we live. Then something new comes along and you forget all about the last thing.


Like when?


Are you kidding? Coleman switched the foot he was scratching. There was the space program, then politics, railroads, the Keys, the history of some Florida shit, then the space program Part Tworemember that? When the shuttle crashed? You cried for like two weeks.


Serge pointed at Coleman. You didnt tell anyone!


Of course not. Im just saying I didnt realize youd switched again. I thought you were still writing your book. Whatever happened to that?


I finished it, said Serge. But all the rejection letters claimed there wasnt a market, like they know everything.


What was the title?


Chicken Soup for the Fucked-up Chicken-Soup Book Buyer.


Coleman scratched his toes harder.


Serge crumpled the latest sheet into a tight ball. If only I could find the opening hook


A loud banging sound.


Serge looked around. What was that?


Coleman pointed across the room. That guy in the closet you tied up and gagged. I think hes come to.


Bang, bang, bang.


Interruptions! Serge got up and grabbed a pistol by the barrel. He headed across the room.


Bang, bang, bang.


Serge opened the closet door and cracked the man in the skull with the butt of the gun. He closed the door.



Coleman looked up at Serge as he came back across the room. Is he okay?


Hes resting. Serge sat down and stared at the typewriter. Nothing interesting ever happens.


Coleman pointed at the closet again. Serge, what about the guy


Shhhh!


But thats a really fascinating


Im trying to concentrate!


Coleman shrugged. Minutes passed. Serge finally stood and shook his head. I dont know what the problem is. I cant get the hook.


What about sex? said Coleman. That always works.


Too gratuitous.


Another knock at the front door.


What now! Serge walked over and turned the knob.


Standing outside was a stunning brunette in a conservative business suit. High cheekbones, full lips, almost six feet tall. A high-priced trial attorney on lunch break.


Serge, you never called me back.


He returned to his typewriter and sat. Im in lockdown. Have to finish my screenplay.


Cant you take a little break?


Not until I find the hook.


The attorney walked up behind Serge and began running her hands down his chest. Serge stared at the typewriter. Her hands reached his stomach and began undoing buttons. Its been two weeks since the charity ball. Didnt you have a good time?


Yeseyes straight on the page.


It had been a good time. The attorney was precisely Serges typea woman in full bloom. She would have been a stunning thirty-five-year-old, but was unreal considering she was actually forty-eight. Still, most guys would have preferred the alternative of a tittering twentysomething. Not Serge. A bimbo package still meant a bimbo mind, and the first inane comment always collapsed his sexual house of cards. After enough flaccid evenings, Serge began giving pop quizzes. The fastest litmus test, he found, was vice-presidential running mates on losing tickets. The mandatory minimum was Sargent Shriver, but anything before Edmund Muskie lit the afterburners.


The feeling was mutual among a certain segment of professional women in Tampa Bay. Bimbos come in two flavors, after all. They usually met Serge because of the enormous time he spent in museums and art galleries. Besides looking spiffy in a tux, he could hold his own in dinner conversation with any Jeopardy! finalist. Sure, the women knew he was nuts. But that was the thing about Serge: It could take hours to figure that out. Over the short course of a cocktail reception, he merely appeared effervescent and charismatic. Only much later in the evening did it become evident that Serge was wired out of his gourd. But by then it was the sex time, when this turned into a plus. More than one date had seen the origins of the universe.


The attorney now undoing Serges shirt was his third chamber of commerce member in as many months. Lets play. She reached for his belt buckle. I dont have to be back until two.


Serge pushed her hands aside. Even if I wanted to, you know how I am when Im trying to concentrate. Ive got twenty planes circling in my head waiting to land.


The attorney understood Serge inside out, weaknesses. She nuzzled and whispered in his ear with a raspy voice. Ill go to one of your special places. My sleeping bags in the car.


Serges breathing shallowed. His face reddened. Anyplace I want?


She ran her tongue along his neck. Mmmm, hmmmm


He stood up and wrote an address on a scrap of paper. Tomorrow at noon.


She initially pouted over the delay, then gave him a wicked grin and strolled out the door. Dont be late.


Serges attention was already back at the typewriter. Uh, right


The door closed on one side of the room and banging started on the other.



Serge jumped up and grabbed his gun again. This place is nonstop bullshit!


But, Serge, said Coleman, pointing toward the closet, I still think you should write about


Can you please be quiet? I got too much coming at me at the same time.


Bang, bang, bang.


But, Serge, its a really exciting


Not now! Serge opened the closet. Crack. He closed it.


SIXTEEN HOURS LATER , FAR AWAY


A Greyhound bus arrived in the dark. The empty street glistened and smelled from a recent rain.


No bus station, just a roadside shelter a block from the town square with a obelisk of engraved names from World War II. There wasnt anyone waiting for the 331, but the driver was required to stop anyway. A police cruiser went by. One of the few left with the old Car 54 bubble-top lights.


Mark was using bunched-up clothes as a pillow, trying to sleep against the window. His eyes fluttered when the Greyhound lurched away from the curb and continued west.


Ford was completely awake in the next seat.


Mark sat up and stretched. How long was I out?


Two hours.


Marks watch said four A.M. They passed a barbershop and went through a blinking yellow light.


Where are we?


Kansas, said Ford. Wamego.


Mark yawned and ran a hand through uncombed hair. Can these towns get any smaller?


Yes.


Thered been a transfer in St. Louis, but then back roads again. Higginsville, Salina, Russell, Hays. And what was with all the junctions? Ellsworth Junction, Quinter Junction, Grand Junction, Junction City.



Twenty hours since leaving Zanesville. Stripped their lives to a duffel bag each. Stuffed the rest in plastic garbage sacks and left them on the porch for Salvation Army. Got the deposit from the landlord and bought $99 one-way tickets to L.A.


Mark was
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