
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]

Copyright © 2025 Seagull Editions.

––––––––

[image: ]


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. Additionally, the publisher allows for non-profit fan fiction to be produced as long as the original text is clearly cited. ‘Based on P&R by HANK FREDO’ will suffice. For permission requests, please contact the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

www.seagulleditions.com 

HANK FREDO 

P&R



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1: The Nebraska Revelation
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The Tuesday morning sun, a familiar and indifferent shade of California gold, spilled over the Hollywood Hills, catching the dust motes dancing in the air of Ronald Ragvald’s living room. From the outside, the house was a prime piece of real estate—a sprawling, single-story structure with wide windows that offered a panoramic, smog-kissed view of the Los Angeles basin. It was the kind of view that people moved to this city for, a daily reminder of the sprawling, glittering promise of it all. Inside, however, the house was a testament to the slow, creeping victory of chaos over intention, a museum of abandoned projects and deferred decisions.

Stacks of books—not alphabetized, not organized by genre, but piled according to some forgotten, sedimentary logic—leaned at precarious angles on every available surface, threatening literary avalanches. A first edition of a Chandler novel served as a coaster for a sweating glass of water. A biography of Fellini propped open a door. Half-empty coffee mugs, bearing the brown rings of forgotten mornings, stood sentinel on side tables like ancient, neglected monuments. A constellation of discarded socks and T-shirts mapped the floor, telling the silent story of late nights and exhausted mornings. It was a home that had surrendered, a place where the prevailing aesthetic was ‘what happens when two writers in their early forties stop caring about coasters.’

Yet, within this sprawling mess, two pockets of defiant order existed, two separate armistices signed in the ongoing war against entropy.

The first was the garage. It was Ragvald’s sanctuary, a metallic womb smelling of oil, aged leather, and the faint, sweet aroma of chrome polish. Here, amidst a carefully organized chaos of wrenches, sprockets, and engine parts laid out on clean rags like surgical instruments, Ronald Ragvald was engaged in a form of meditation. He was a tall, lean man in his early forties, his shaved head gleaming under the fluorescent work light. A few days' worth of stubble shadowed his jaw, giving him the look of a man who had either just given up or was about to begin something important. With a soft, clean cloth, he was meticulously polishing the curve of a chrome exhaust pipe from his prized 1972 Moto Guzzi Eldorado. Each circular motion was deliberate, patient. The world outside, with its ambiguous notes, its subjective feedback, its soul-sucking deadlines and demands, ceased to exist. Here, there was only the satisfying friction of cloth on metal, the gradual emergence of a perfect, flawless shine.

This was his peace, a tangible, mechanical zen that the abstract world of words could never provide. Ragvald’s professional life was spent wading through the swamp of other people’s failed narratives. As a script doctor and translator, he was a literary janitor, paid to clean up clumsy dialogue, patch plot holes, and find the precise, eloquent foreign equivalent for a line that was probably idiotic in its original English. He was a genius with languages, able to slip into the skin of Danish, Italian, or Spanish with an ease that felt like a superpower, but it was a superpower most often used to translate shampoo commercials and fix the third act of terrible romantic comedies. The work paid the bills, but it was a slow-acting poison, a daily dose of mediocrity that threatened to calcify his own creative spirit. The garage was the antidote. Here, problems were real, and so were the solutions. A sputtering engine wasn’t a metaphor for a character’s internal conflict; it was a problem with the fuel line, something a man could diagnose, disassemble, and fix with his own two hands. He was a man who found clarity in the tangible, who could fix the broken narratives of others but preferred the straightforward logic of a carburettor.

The second pocket of order was Emi.

Inside the house, Ragvald’s girlfriend moved with the silent, deliberate grace of a dancer. She was a tiny woman, lost in one of Ragvald’s oversized Ramones t-shirts, her black hair tied up in a neat bun. With a feather duster in one hand and a trash bag in the other, she performed a silent, balletic routine of tidying, a one-woman war against the entropy her boyfriend and his long-term houseguest generated as naturally as breathing. She spoke very little English, and Ragvald spoke only rudimentary Japanese, but their communication was a language of its own, built on gestures, shared silences, and a mutual understanding of the other’s essential nature. She understood his need for the garage; he understood her need for a single, clean countertop. As she collected discarded coffee cups, her movements were economical and precise, her expression a mask of serene neutrality. She was not angry at the mess; she was a force of nature in opposition to it, like a gentle stream eroding a stubborn mountain of slobbery. She was trying to impose order on a world that actively resisted it.

And then the storm broke.

Peter Peppard did not enter a room; he detonated in it. He burst from the guest bedroom he’d been occupying for the better part of six months—ever since his own girlfriend had finally reached her limit with his intensity and kicked him out—a whirlwind of nervous energy and sleep-deprived intensity. He was all sharp angles and restless motion, his long, dark hair a chaotic mane that brought to mind a budget-version Frank Zappa. He wore the same uniform he always did: a faded t-shirt for a band no one had heard of, jeans with a hole in one knee, and a look in his eyes that suggested he’d been awake for at least seventy-two hours, fueled by nothing but black coffee and pure, uncut existential rage. He had a thick paperback clutched in his hand like a weapon.

“Dude,” he announced to the room at large, his voice raspy with caffeine and contempt. “I’ve finished it. The monolith of modern literary pretension. ‘Asphodel’s Shadow.’ Jesus Christ.”

Ragvald heard the familiar timbre of Peppard’s voice cut through the garage’s calm and sighed, a long, slow exhalation that seemed to carry the weight of their entire friendship. He placed his polishing cloth down with the reverence of a priest setting down a sacred text. The meditation was over. He emerged from the garage, wiping his hands on a rag, and leaned against the doorframe, his expression one of weary, paternal resignation.

“Let me guess,” Ragvald said, his voice a low, calm baritone. “You hated it.”

“Hated it?” Peppard scoffed, already pacing the length of the living room, a human shark in a sea of clutter. He narrowly avoided a stack of vintage film magazines topped with a fossilized slice of pizza. Emi paused her cleaning, her gaze following him as one might track a wild, unpredictable animal that had wandered into the kitchen. “Hating it would imply I felt an emotion. This book doesn’t inspire emotion. It inspires a deep, profound desire to find the author, a Mr. Julian Croft, and ask him, very politely, which circle of hell he escaped from and how we can send him back. It’s not a novel. It’s a 400-page thesaurus entry for the word ‘ennui,’ written by a man who thinks describing the way light hits a dusty windowsill for twelve pages is a substitute for a plot.”

He flapped the book open, its spine already broken, a victim of his literary fury. “Listen to this garbage. This is the opening line. ‘The crepuscular light, a bruised adumbration of the day’s dying promise, filtered through the grimy fenestration, illuminating the motes of dust in their chaotic, yet cosmically preordained, sarabande.’” Peppard looked up from the page, his eyes wild with righteous indignation. “Fenestration! He uses the word ‘fenestration’ instead of ‘window.’ Who does that? Who sits there, probably in some tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, and thinks, ‘You know what this sentence needs? More syllables. And less meaning.’ He’s not a writer; he’s a professional masturbator, and his prose is the sticky end result.”

Ragvald allowed a small, tired smile to touch his lips. This was Peppard in his natural state: a hyper-caffeinated, literary demolition crew. It was a familiar performance. They had been friends for over two decades, ever since they’d met in a UCLA extension screenwriting class where they were the only two people who thought the professor, a man who had written one episode of a forgotten 80s sitcom, was a pretentious hack. Their dynamic had been forged in that fire of shared cynicism and had changed little since. Peppard was the unfiltered id, the raging storm of creativity and chaos. Ragvald was the weary, pragmatic ego, the man who followed behind with a metaphysical dustpan and broom.

“So you’re not a fan of lyrical prose,” Ragvald stated, more a statement than a question.

“I’m not a fan of bullshit, dude,” Peppard shot back, tossing the offending book onto a pile of others, where it landed with a soft, unsatisfying thud. “Stories should be stories. Blood, guts, dames, and decisions. That’s all you need. A beginning, a middle, and an end. A character who wants something, and a world that won’t let him have it. This guy writes like he’s afraid someone, somewhere, might actually be enjoying themselves while reading his book. It’s a literary chastity belt.”

Emi, having decided Peppard’s rant was simply a form of verbal weather, like the Santa Ana winds, resumed her cleaning. She moved with a silent, graceful counterpoint to his frantic energy, a small island of calm in his churning sea of verbiage.

Peppard finally stopped pacing and ran a hand through his greasy hair. The initial fury seemed to have burned itself out, replaced by a low-level hum of anxiety that was his default setting. He glanced at his laptop, sitting closed on the cluttered dining table like a sleek, silver bomb.

“Heard back from the studio yet?” Ragvald asked, already knowing the answer.

“Been avoiding it,” Peppard mumbled, suddenly looking less like a literary giant-slayer and more like a man heading to his own execution. “You know that feeling? When the email is just sitting there in your inbox, and as long as you don’t open it, it contains both good news and bad news? The Schrödinger's cat of career suicide?”

“You’ve rewritten the damn thing five times, Pete,” Ragvald said, his tone softening slightly. He’d read every draft. He’d been the sounding board for every late-night, whiskey-fueled rant about studio notes. “It’s good. It’s lean. It’s exactly what they asked for.”

“What they asked for last month,” Peppard corrected, his voice hollow. “Hollywood time is like dog years. A month is an eternity. For all I know, they’ve already recast the lead with a Tik-Tok star and decided the whole thing should be a musical. They probably want to add a talking dog.”

He was working on a script for a major production company, an adaptation of one of his own pulp novels. He wrote them under a variety of pseudonyms, churning them out with a speed that baffled and vaguely impressed Ragvald. Most were forgettable, disposable paperbacks about spies or mercenaries, but one, ‘Echo Park Blue,’ had been different. It was a gritty, hardboiled detective story, a tight, vicious little piece of LA noir that had somehow, against all odds, gotten good reviews and been optioned. It was a book he was actually proud of, a story with a real heart, dark and bruised as it was. But the development process had been a slow, soul-crushing journey through a thousand circles of executive-note hell. By contract, he was attached as the sole scriptwriter, a clause his agent had called a victory but which now felt like a curse, chaining him to a project that was actively trying to reject its own heart.

With a groan of theatrical despair, he slumped into a chair at the table and pulled the laptop towards him. He flipped it open, the screen flickering to life. Ragvald watched from the doorway, a silent, supportive presence. Emi continued her work, but her movements had slowed, her attention subtly tuned to the drama unfolding at the table.

Peppard stared at the screen, his cursor hovering over his inbox like a tiny, hesitant vulture. “Alright,” he sighed, cracking his knuckles. “Let’s pull the band-aid off. Or rather, let’s see if the patient has died on the operating table, and if the doctors have decided to replace his heart with a ham sandwich.”

He clicked. The inbox loaded. And there it was. An email with the subject line: “Notes on ECHO PARK BLUE (Draft 5).” It was from the lead producer, a man named Chad, whose email signature included an inspirational quote from Steve Jobs and a link to his personal blog about mindfulness in business. Peppard’s face, already pale from lack of sleep, seemed to drain of all remaining color. His eyes scanned the first few lines, and his expression went from anxious to confused, then to a shade of white that Ragvald had only ever seen on bleached coral. Then, slowly, a deep, blotchy red began to creep up his neck, a rising tide of rage.

“Well?” Ragvald prompted, his voice gentle.

Peppard didn't answer. He just stared at the screen, his mouth slightly agape. He read the email once, then a second time, his lips moving silently, as if trying to decipher a dead language. Finally, he pushed the laptop away from him with a slow, deliberate motion, as if it were radioactive.

“They love it,” he said, his voice a dead, flat monotone.

Ragvald blinked. This was not the reaction he’d expected. “They love it? That’s... good, right? That’s what we wanted.”

“Oh, they love it,” Peppard repeated, a strange, terrifying smile spreading across his face. It was not a smile of happiness. It was the smile of a man who has just seen the face of God and realized He is a gibbering, cosmic idiot. “They think the dialogue is ‘punchy’ and the pacing is ‘propulsive.’ They think the new ending is ‘a real gut-punch.’ They love everything about it.”

“So... what’s the problem?” Ragvald asked, stepping into the room, a knot of unease tightening in his stomach. Peppard’s version of ‘good news’ was often just a prelude to a new and exciting form of disaster.

Peppard took a deep, shuddering breath. He picked up his coffee cup, saw it was empty, and put it down with a clatter. He looked at Ragvald, his eyes wide and unblinking, like a startled owl.

“They have one small note,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “A tiny, little production note. A logistical tweak, really. Almost not worth mentioning.”

He paused, a master of dramatic timing even in his own personal hell, drawing out the moment for maximum impact.

“Due to a very attractive new tax incentive,” Peppard said, his voice now dripping with a venomous sarcasm that could strip paint, “and a desire to appeal to a broader, heartland demographic... they’re moving the production.”

Ragvald waited, his patience a well-practiced art form. “Okay? To where? San Diego? San Francisco?”

Peppard’s terrifying smile widened, stretching his lips taut across his teeth. “Nebraska.”

The word hung in the air of the messy Hollywood Hills home, a single, absurd syllable that seemed to suck all the oxygen out of the room. Emi, who had understood none of the words but had read the escalating tension perfectly, stopped her cleaning and looked from Peppard to Ragvald, her head tilted in confusion.

Ragvald just stared. “Nebraska,” he repeated, as if tasting the word for the first time. He tried to reconcile the sound with his mental image of the place, a vague, flat expanse of yellow. “As in... corn? And... Omaha?”

“The very same,” Peppard confirmed, his voice rising in volume and hysteria. He grabbed the laptop, turned it around, and read the email aloud, his words a torrent of vitriolic disbelief. “‘Chad and I feel that relocating the story to the stark, beautiful landscapes of rural Nebraska will give it a unique, neo-western vibe that will really resonate with audiences. We see Jack Callahan not as a cynical LA private eye, but as a small-town sheriff, a man of integrity, grappling with the darkness that lurks beneath the surface of America’s heartland!’”

He slammed the laptop shut with a crack of plastic. “Nebraska! My story is about the specific, sun-bleached sleaze of Los Angeles! It’s about the broken dreams you find baking on the asphalt of Sunset Boulevard! It’s about traffic and gentrification and the particular kind of despair you only find in a city that manufactures hope for a living! The entire plot revolves around a crooked city councilman, a washed-up actress, and a dead body found in the La Brea Tar Pits! What the hell is going to be in the Nebraska version? A crooked county fair judge? A washed-up rodeo clown? A dead body found in a grain silo?”

His voice had escalated into a full-blown roar. He was on his feet now, pacing again, a caged animal. “A hardboiled detective story... in a cornfield? What’s he going to investigate, a mysterious cattle tipping? Is the femme fatale going to be a 4-H champion with a dark secret? ‘Forget it, Jake. It’s Omaha.’”

His rant was a spectacular, profane tornado of creative frustration. He kicked at a pile of books, sending paperbacks flying across the floor in a fluttering cascade of forgotten stories. He threw his hands in the air, appealing to an uncaring ceiling. Emi, her eyes wide, calmly reached into her pocket, pulled out a pair of earbuds, and fitted them into her ears, turning up the volume on her music and retreating into her own world, a silent, pragmatic surrender to the madness she could not control.

Ragvald, ever the anchor in Peppard’s storm, held up a placating hand. “Okay, okay, just... calm down, man. Let’s think about this.”

“Think about what?” Peppard shrieked, his voice cracking. “There’s nothing to think about! They’ve taken my story, put it in a blender with a copy of ‘Field of Dreams,’ and hit puree!”

“Maybe it’s an interesting creative challenge,” Ragvald offered, his voice a low rumble of deadpan logic. It was his default mode: see a problem, find a solution. He was a fixer. But it was, he realized a moment too late, exactly the wrong thing to say.

Peppard stopped dead. He turned to face Ragvald, his face a mask of utter betrayal.

“A... a what?” he stammered, his voice dropping to a shocked whisper. “An interesting... creative... challenge?”

“I’m just saying,” Ragvald said, backpedaling, realizing his error. “Maybe a change of scenery could... open up new possibilities. Thematically.”

“New possibilities?” Peppard’s voice was dangerously quiet now, the calm at the center of the hurricane. “Yes, new possibilities. The possibility that I will fly to the studio headquarters, find Chad, and beat him to death with his own ergonomic keyboard. The possibility that I will renounce writing forever and become a Trappist monk, where my only creative output will be artisanal cheese. The possibility that I will buy a van, drive to the most remote corner of the Mojave Desert, and live out the rest of my days communicating only with the lizards. Those are the new possibilities it opens up, you goddamn zen-mechanic son of a bitch!”

The accusation hung in the air, absurd and venomous. Ragvald just sighed, the fight draining out of him. There was no reasoning with Peppard when he was like this. It was like trying to reason with a hurricane. All you could do was board up the windows and wait for it to pass.

Peppard’s energy finally seemed to desert him, the rage collapsing inward, leaving behind a hollowed-out husk of despair. He walked to the wide living room window and stared out at the sprawling city below. He looked at the distant, hazy skyline, the endless grid of streets, the concrete embodiment of the world his story was supposed to inhabit. It all looked alien to him now, a place he no longer recognized. It was a city he loved and hated in equal measure, a city that had fueled every angry, cynical, beautiful word he’d ever written. And now, some guy named Chad was telling him it didn't matter.

He stood there for a long time, his back to the room. The only sounds were the distant hum of traffic from the freeway and the faint, tinny beat of the J-pop music leaking from Emi’s earbuds.

Finally, he spoke, his voice a choked, defeated whisper, a death sentence pronounced on his own creation.

“Nebraska...”
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​Chapter 2: A Symphony of Slobbery and Speed
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The morning after the Nebraska Revelation dawned not with a bang, but with the whimpering, hungover silence of profound despair. Despair, Peppard had long since discovered, produced a hangover far worse than any cheap whiskey. It was a thick, clinging fog that soured the taste of coffee and made the simple act of existence feel like a monumental chore. He had slept on the couch, a fitful, dream-tormented sleep where shadowy figures in cowboy hats forced him to line dance in a field of swaying corn. He awoke with the phantom twang of a banjo in his ears and the grim reality of his situation crashing down on him like a faulty air conditioner dropped from a great height.

The living room, in the unforgiving light of day, looked like the scene of a literary crime. The books he had kicked in his rage lay strewn across the floor, their pages splayed open in attitudes of silent protest. An archipelago of coffee mugs, each a different shade of brown, dotted the landscape of the coffee table. The air was stale, thick with the ghosts of yesterday’s fury and the faint, unsettling scent of old pizza from a box left open on the counter. It was a domestic hell of his own making, and he was its sole, miserable occupant.

From the kitchen, the sounds of quiet, determined industry could be heard. Emi was awake, and she was cleaning. But today, her movements lacked their usual serene, balletic quality. There was a new rigidity to her posture, a crisp, sharp edge to the way she wiped down the counter. It was the cleaning of a woman who was no longer simply imposing order on chaos, but actively waging a cold war against it. Every swipe of her sponge was a minor act of defiance, every clink of a collected glass a quiet reprimand. She didn't look at Peppard as he shuffled into the kitchen, a zombie in search of caffeine, but he could feel the gravitational pull of her disapproval. He was the sun in their small, dysfunctional solar system, and his manic, chaotic energy had warped the orbits of everyone around him.
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