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  “Non-Disclosure Agreement” 




  By Anne Perry




    




   James Gregory was motivated by pride. Truth be told, he was a washed up talent agent, a has-been who could not accept that his star had burned out. Still hard at work at eight o’clock in the evening, he was struggling to stay relevant in a Hollywood where so much had changed. Today, he felt hopeful. He was putting the finishing touches on a negotiation, which if successful, would elevate the young actor Reynaldo Cordova to the level of Hollywood royalty.  




   




   James stood in front of the floor to ceiling windows in his office. His back was turned away from Sandy, his assistant, and Reynaldo, sitting next to her. The pair occupied two plush, green chairs positioned in front of Jame’s desk. As he waited, Reynaldo looked around, scanning the room. He fixed his eyes on a wall covered with dozens of photos and award plaques. He surmised these represented the history and sum total of James Gregory’s career. 




   




   “Sandy, I’ll need you to verify the portfolio tomorrow before setting up an audition with Tandy Casting,” James said. “And remember, it’s my job to nurture new talent. Since I can’t be there, you’ll have to do the nurturing. You’ll accompany Reynaldo to the appointment, and then I want you to sit in on the meeting. You don’t have to say anything, just be there to support Reynaldo if he needs help with his English.” 




   




   Tapping notes into her Ipad, Sandy nodded in the affirmative and asked, “Did we get the go ahead from Jane Weiss at Tandy? Is everything finalized?” 




   




   “Yes, it’s all set. Jane and I reviewed the contract today.” 




   




   James turned around, now facing them, and said, “There’s no need for anxiety. They’re nearing a decision about Reynaldo, but Tandy wants to see him again in person.”  




   




   “Understood.” 




   




   Sandy got up and Reynaldo followed her lead. Walking towards the door, Reynaldo turned around and said, “James, I can’t thank you enough for this. You’ll see. Tomorrow, we’re going to be winners this time.” 




   




   James watched the pair walk out. He heard the smooth and heavy ‘click’ of the closing door. Now alone again, he sat down in front of the window.  




   




   “This time,” he thought aloud to himself. 




  What did he mean about winning this time?”  




   




   He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he sensed an insult implied in Reynaldo’s comment.  He got up, walked over to the credenza, and poured himself a drink. Now standing in front of the window again, he sat down in his oversized desk chair to watch the jagged stream of traffic down below. Cars were smears of color, a cascade of light moving across town. After a few minutes of contemplation, James realized that Reynaldo must know.  




   




   “Did the kid already know his last bid was a flop?”  James started to feel indignant. A fireball of anger was rising in his throat. He wondered, “Who told Reynaldo,” and if this person might be enjoying his discomfort. James glanced at his watch. Seeing the time jerked him out of his rumination. He wanted another drink, mostly because he dreaded going home. Going home meant being alone, and being alone was something James tried to avoid. 




   




   Standing with a drink in his hand, leaning up against the credenza, James looked out and over the glittering expanse. He downed his drink, then feeling dizzy, blood rushing to his head, he paused for a moment, using the edge of the credenza to steady himself. He reached up, took off his glasses, and slowly rubbed the bridge of his nose. He thought about how he’d spent most of the afternoon unproductive, his mind a jumble of disorganized thought. He felt wrung out, drained from riding a losing streak. Each disappointment had been one more in a succession of humiliations. Reynaldo’s dig from earlier had touched a nerve. James felt ashamed about his loss of control on the project. It all blew up in his face around the time his wife was asking for a divorce. 




   




   Now single, James found it hard to stop thinking about the past. He’d seek solace in the comfort of bad habits. He’d taken to drinking every day, and he developed a tendency to lose track of time. Preoccupied and distracted, he’d grown paranoid, hyper-vigilant, jumping at the slightest noise. Sometimes the jolt would snap him back into reality, inspiring reason and rationality to return. For a short time, he’d feel self possessed again, with clear mental focus and presence of mind. Deep down, James knew he was being self destructive, but it was a compulsion, seeking solace in bad habits again and again.  




   




   After the divorce, James started rationalizing, bargaining in a dialogue with himself. 




   




   James gave himself pep talks almost daily, saying things like,  “Why should I worry? I’ll be back on top again in no time. I’ve gotta keep pitching, networking, lining up projects.” He told himself, “I’ll be okay. I’ve taken risks and somehow, I’ve always made things work.” 




   




   James got up, went to the closet and grabbed his jacket. He picked up his keys from the credenza, took the elevator downstairs, went outside and climbed into his car. Waiting for a break in the traffic, he saw his phone lit up with a new message. He wondered if it was that strange woman calling again.  




   




   Never tired of Sunset Boulevard, James drove towards Tower Records and the Chateau Marmont. Then after the ride up Nichols Canyon, he pulled into his garage, went inside to settle in. James loved his house, a modest split level Art Deco, nestled high up in the Hollywood Hills. As he reclined on the sofa with a drink in his hand, he felt relaxed, taking his time to look over a screenplay.  As the evening wore on, the phone rang. It's that woman's number again. She was a complete stranger. He’d never met her before. From out of nowhere, the calls had been a total surprise. Within a short time, James felt as if they’d been friends for years.  




   




   He picked up and said, “Hello, this is James Gregory.” 




   




   The unknown voice said, “Well good evening! Is this really James Gregory? Theeeee James Gregory? Weeelll then! Hello Mr. Gregory! I’m so delighted you decided to answer the phone! My name is Jac-que-linnne.”  




   James thought to himself, “I like the sound of her voice, her liveliness. She seems charming... sexy. Even the sound of her name... Jacqueline.”  




   




   After his wife had left, feeling indifferent about socializing, James became a semi recluse. He went from being a mellow but social guy who could “go with the flow,” to a man preoccupied and obsessive. He had a rule to never answer calls from unknown numbers. But he picked up this time. There was something about Jacqueline, such that he dropped his guard. James felt so good just talking to her. He couldn’t help thinking, “I wonder if she’ll call me again.” 




   




   A few nights later, she did call. This time, around eleven o’clock. James had just pulled the cork on a third bottle of Bordeaux when all of a sudden, the phone rang.  




   




   “Hello!” 




   




   “Well hello! Do you know who this is?” 




   




   “It’s uhh, well it must be... Jacqueline!”




   




   “YES! It’s me, Jacqueline!,” she giggled. “This is fantastic. I’m soooooo happy you remembered my name." 




   




   They talked and talked, about the business, about celebrities, about anything and everything.  




   




   “Just wait until I introduce you to my confidants,” she bragged, “You’ll see, I have a lot of wealthy and powerful friends.”  




   




   Jacqueline knew a lot about Hollywood, about golf, vintage wines and classical music. Somehow, she knew a lot about James. He was so dazzled, so taken in, he never questioned that she knew so much about him. It never occurred to him to question where she got her information.  




   




   The calls went on for months. James heard from Jacqueline almost every night. The calls were an exciting diversion. He loved her energy, her enthusiasm, the way she was always dying to talk to him. Even when she would brag, talking about how good looking she was, name dropping, going on and on about the latest Hollywood gossip, as if she were an “A” list celebrity. Even though at times it felt like a tease, James didn’t mind. Like fine wine and television, it was an escape from reality. 




   




   James grew tired of the self imposed isolation, and he decided to go to a party at the home of his friend Shelby Rick. Friends from way back, he thought it would be good seeing her. Fussing over him like a mother hen as she always did, Shelby met James at the door. She maneuvered both of them away from the crowd, and over to a quiet spot with a sofa where they could sit down and talk. Suspecting he was spending too much time alone, Shelby asked a lot of questions. James told Shelby about Jacqueline, the “strange and mysterious woman” who’d been calling him. He spoke of her as vivacious, like a magical elixir.  




   




   “She makes me feel fantastic! Each time we talk I’m more intrigued.” 




   




   “Does this woman meet your standards? Is there any serious potential here?”  




   




   Reflecting on the photos she’d sent him, James talked about Jacqueline as if he were relating a dream. “From the pictures, she's very attractive. She’s a twenty-something college student with a smile like Christie Brinkley, blue eyes, and long honey-blond hair.  She said she’s done some modeling, and I believe her. Sometimes she brags, saying ‘she’s well known for her looks.’” 




   




   Shelby noticed a waiter with glasses of champagne on a tray. She took one and handed it to James, and then took one for herself. The pair stationed there for most of the evening, speculating, playing a guessing game about who Jacqueline might be. As time passed, they were tipsy. James, feeling less inhibited, disclosing a few more details about Jacqueline and the impact she was having on him. 




   “She has a way about her. She talks in a kind of rhythm. It’s hypnotic and keeps my interest. Sometimes I feel like I'm watching a pendulum swing back and forth, like I’ve been put into a trance” 




   




   Shelby walked James outside, and they stopped for a moment, standing next to his car. James told Shelby, “It was great to reminisce about the old times.” He promised to meet up with her again soon. 




   




   As the summer turned cooler, James continued his projects, and kept up with his daily routine. Often, his thoughts drifted back to Jacqueline, and as fall turned into winter, he grew more obsessed. He started planning his life around her calls, drinking, and fantasizing about what might be. He imagined her eyes, a beautiful azure blue. Her facial features are in perfect balance. 




   




   James wondered, “Can this be real?” 




   




   Her calls came in at all hours. Once at one thirty in the morning, and another time, at a quarter to four. To James, it no longer mattered when the calls came in. They were like a ritual for him, a ceremony of what mattered to him the most. 




  One night in December, James sat in his dining room, Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos playing softly in the background. He was finishing up a dinner of arugula and steak au poivre in the midst of pouring another glass of wine, the phone rang. It was Jacqueline. 




   




   This particular call was a turning point. Like all the calls, their conversations were never about sex. James was enthralled with her humor, the witty banter, her energy. For someone so young, Jacqueline knew a lot about Hollywood. He delighted in her knowing so much about the business and how it worked. If the situation were to exist on a theatrical continuum, starting from when James is intoxicated, and ending when his good judgment is lost, he had taken on the role of pursuer, having exchanged it for the role of the pursued. 




   




   Now emboldened with drink, he held nothing back, asking, “So, tell me Jacqueline... when will I have the pleasure of meeting you in person? How soon are you free?" Jacqueline paused, and replied, “Oh... well, James... I hadn’t expected things to move so fast. You know, with school, I have a full calendar, and um... well, I can’t see having any time before spring.  




   




   Surprised by her hesitation, James shifted his stance. Carefully considering his options, he thought, “Now is not the time to slow down. I need to be persistent, see this as a window of opportunity.”  




   He reasoned to himself that by applying pressure, she might be influenced to make definite plans. 




   




                   “Well now, my dear, making a fellow wait so long, it’s cruel. I mean... after all, I could arrange for your trip to Los Angeles. Of course, it would be all expenses paid.” 




   




                   Jacqueline demurred. “Oh but James, I wish you wouldn’t. I couldn’t possibly get away now. I have two classes with major exams. Going out of town now would make things complicated. Oh sweetie...  you must understand?” 




   




                   Thinking the better of it, James backed off from this high pressure approach.  “Yes... well, of course. I’ve been in your situation. We can talk about it again, sometime later on. You never know. Who knows. Maybe you’ll get an unexpected reprieve.” 




   




                   James had no way of knowing much about Jacqueline’s life. From what she had told him, she was a student majoring in fin-naance. She talked about corporations, mergers and acquisitions, aspects of Wall Street for which he had little interest. James never considered she may have other reasons to stall. 




   




   Six more months went by. Although James continued late night talks with Jacqueline, by day he became focused on another woman – Amanda. James ran into Amanda at a pre-production meeting and she struck up a conversation, introducing herself in the hallway.  “Hey, I really liked your script suggestions. What you said about the set up... how it could be more complex... more exciting. I think you’re right. By the expressions on the faces of the Tandy people, they think you are onto something. Oh, and... by the way, my name is 




  Amanda... Amanda Pierce.” 




   




   “From your mouth to God’s ears! Pleased to meet you Amanda. I’m James. James Gregory. Glad to have your objective opinion. It’s validating that you noticed the lack of complexity. Without it, the dialogue just goes a bit dead. Interesting you noticed. Care to talk more over lunch?” 




   




   Amanda met James for lunch a few more times. What began as commiserating about production delays evolved into something more. James liked Amanda, not only because of her striking good looks, but also because he felt she understood him. To him, they were speaking the same language.  




  The month of December rolled around. Production slowed down on two projects. James decided that inviting Amanda for a ski holiday seemed preferable to spending Christmas alone. He had Sandy book the tickets and accommodations in Aspen. Amanda rearranged her calendar and agreed to go. 




   




   One night, sitting in front of a roaring fire, Amanda and James exchanged Christmas gifts. Amanda went first and as she opened the box exclaimed, “Oh James! Wow, thank you! 




   




   This bracelet, it’s lovely... just gorgeous! It would be risky wearing it out in public.”  Next, James opened his gift. Seeing what was inside the box, a plain but high quality pair of cuff links, he was stunned with disappointment. He wondered if Amanda could tell.  




   




   Two months later, they made plans to celebrate his birthday. With the weather in mind, he thought it best to stay in town. “I’ll make a reservation at The Ivy. We’ll drink some expensive wine, eat some great food... have a few laughs.” 




   




   On the appointed night, they waited for what seemed like an eternity. Once seated, James reached for Amanda’s hand under the table. He pointed out a few people he recognized. One, a major celebrity, sat with his wife in the center of the room. 




   




                   After dinner, Amanda presented a birthday gift. She placed the box, small, exquisitely wrapped on the table, pushed it closer to James so it sat right in front of him. “Go ahead silly... open it.” 




   




   James opened the box, and with one look at the contents, was again, overcome with disappointment. A plain and nondescript writing pen sat there on a cotton mound. He took offense at Amanda’s lack of reciprocation.  His face came together, a picture of distress and agony. 




   




                   After he dropped off Amanda, he went home and sat down in the dark. Drinking and listening to the rain pound the window in heavy sheets, he thought more about Amanda’s gifts. He felt angry and dissatisfied because he thought she understood him. Reflecting on her choice of gifts, he had the realization it wasn’t going to work. It had been six months, and already, he was thinking of ways to break things off.  




   




   As spring turned to summer, James worked on location out in the desert. Day after day, it was hot and miserable. He carried on as best he could. One day, a piece of equipment fell, and a man was badly injured. They lost a key member of the crew, and production came to a halt. James was tired. His body ached. He was lonely. He needed a break from the heat. On the flight back home, he remembered Jacqueline. They hadn’t talked for several weeks. He missed her voice, how she made him laugh, how she provoked his anticipation. Listening to a message that said she was “going crazy and needed a vacation,” was exactly what he wanted to hear. 




   




   After twenty minutes on the phone, and some gentle persuasion, James convinced Jacqueline to meet him in New York. James smiled, feeling this as a major accomplishment. When Jacqueline asked him to send everything – plane tickets and hotel reservations –  to her friend Marcy, who was a permanent resident in New York, James didn’t give it a second thought.  




   




   Marcy, a stunning blonde entrusted with Jacqueline's travel arrangements, met James upon his arrival in New York. After he collected his baggage, James took her to lunch. They settled into a dim, secluded corner of the restaurant. From her handbag, Marcy produced two card keys: one for Jacqueline's room and the other for James's hotel, which she then slid across the table to him. 




  His hands trembled as he picked up the cards. James felt shaky and apprehensive because he feared the worst. 




   




   “Listen,” he said to Marcy, eyes wide with anxiety. “I’m a nervous wreck about this. If you think there’s something going on here, I hope you’d tell me. If I'm being led on, please be a friend and let me know?” 




   Marcy looked at James from across the table. With a reassuring smile she said, “There’s no reason for you to worry, my dear. I know you must be feeling butterflies, but once you meet Jacqueline, you’ll see everything’s fine.” Although she wanted very much to tell him the truth about Jacqueline, Marcy had already accepted hush money. She was paid to keep up her end of the deal. 




   




   At the appointed hour, James found himself on the 26th floor, standing in front of the door to Jacqueline’s room. He was tense, and he tried to gather himself. Taking a deep breath, he knocked at the door. 




   




   Jacqueline answered, “Yes... Who is it?” 




   




   “It’s me, James. You’re safe... go ahead... you can open the door."




   




   The door opened up to darkness. In a sliver of darkness, he could only see a cut out of her face behind the safety chain. A deep and nasal voice said, “Please come in... come in.” Then she removed the safety chain, and James walked through the door. 




   




   It was the same voice from all those calls. The voice convinced him this was the same woman  – the same one he had been talking with on the phone. It was dark and difficult to see in the room.  For some reason she had the lights off. James stood still for a moment, squinting, allowing his eyes to adjust. At this point he hadn’t witnessed the full impact of her appearance. 




   




   In the same way an image will emerge from the developing process for 35mm film, James witnessed a vague and undefined silhouette become clear. He walked over and sat down next to Jacqueline on the bed. Now that he was close up, the image that emerged was not what he expected. He saw a plain, even homely woman who must weigh around 180 pounds. This 40-something female with a bad dye job, wore cheap looking clothes, and her eyebrows were plucked too thin. 
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