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ACT I

Sunday, April 22, 1990

I left the Buckeye state of Ohio on April 19th. My beige 1987 Honda Civic was loaded with boxes of books and papers. I had a few pieces of luggage. The prized IBM Selectric III typewriter had its original black plastic cover on it. In the briefcase on top of it sat three original screenplays, and three more handwritten notebooks containing first drafts. 

I cheered when I saw the blue arch spanning the I-70 West at the Ohio/Indiana border. The sign thanked me for visiting Ohio! I'd been "visiting" it my entire life and now I was leaving for good. One state down, eight to go. 

Continued west through Indiana and Illinois; unimpressive flat states with some wooded areas. Stopped in eastern Illinois to refuel the car tank and pick up a Snickers bar. An hour later, I reached St. Louis. It was the largest city I'd seen so far and the grand Gateway Arch that welcomed me to Missouri meant I was west of the Mississippi River. I now began the southwestern part of my journey. Switched over to the I-44. Rolling hills, horses and cows in fields, and each mile was getting me closer and closer to my destination. I pulled off the interstate just before sundown. My location was Rolla, Missouri.

Inside a dingy room that overlooked an empty swimming pool. I drove over to the nearby Burger King and brought back a Whopper, fries and strawberry shake to dine on while watching TV. I couldn't find much other than local news and a sitcom. No cable. I pulled out my paperback copies of Syd Field's Selling a Screenplay: The Screenwriter's Guide to Hollywood and Screenplay: The Foundations of Screenwriting. Those books would help launch my screenwriting career. 

I gave up my job selling books in a chain bookstore where I'd worked since 1987. My hourly salary had crept to about one dollar above minimum wage due to my longevity. In retail, anyone lasting through two Christmases was a candidate for retail immortality. I loved books and movies and was around both: back in 1988, a TV/VCR had been installed and I got to watch movies throughout my shift. Classics new and old were shown, from Top Gun to Aliens to The Wizard of Oz, I loved them as much as books. I had tried and failed to write a novel. I wrote a one-act play. It was performed locally. I'd seen my words memorized by actors and spoken back to the audience. And I remembered how it felt...

As I went to sleep that night, I noticed the rough brown blanket that covered the bed. I thought the place should've been named the Horse Blanket Inn. I awoke early, before sunrise, and was eager to drive through the remainder of the Show Me State.

Day two. I was enjoying the scenery unfolding as my car was veering ever closer to LaLaLand. There I wouldn't have to worry about some amateur high school kid making a mockery of my words. The one-act had taken me a month to write and it was about a couple of local teens awaiting a bus to take them out of a small town. Parting Ways was the title and the recent high school grads that starred in it had the worst redneck accents I'd heard. I sat there and cringed throughout the performance, wondering why the lead had decided to use a southern Kentucky, I guessed, accent. During rehearsals, both spoke in their normal Midwestern twang. The director, a clothing store manager, saw nothing wrong with it, nor did he object to the ad libbed scene near the end. That was when I vowed to write screenplays because I'd read that screenwriters not only had control of the script but they got paid a lot more than playwrights. Plus the action wasn't confined to a stage and the limitations were a lot broader.

I pulled up for a drive-thru lunch at McDonald's as I only wanted to stop for gas. I recalled the Mickey D's in the mall and how I dined there frequently. A few months ago, I ran into Doris and her husband, regular bookstore customers. I impressed the hell out of them during my lunch break when I offhandedly mentioned that John Schlesinger had personally rejected my script. I was a real screenwriter in their eyes and was admired for it. Doris's husband was in the ministry and they were both Anglophiles. She adored Laura Ashley dresses. Just before I left for Hollywood, I learned the excellent news that her husband was to be sent to Cambridge for a year. Naturally, she was elated. They had Laura Ashley shops in that city.

I drove 655 miles and spent the night in Amarillo, Texas. The place was another thirty dollar a night dump. Again, I read my screenwriting books. They had to be special ordered, as most Buckeyes weren't hankering to write movies. I tried the TV and was delighted to stumble upon a movie channel playing Beverly Hills Cop. I envied the screenwriter, Daniel Petrie Jr. He'd also written The Big Easy another flick I loved. Oh, to earn good money writing for a living. I always remember how I felt after leaving the church of the movie house. How my problems disappeared when I was immersed in a movie. I knew I wanted to be a screenwriter.

By April 21st, I thought I'd be in California but I missed it by an entire state and had to stay in Phoenix, Arizona. It was my last night on the road. I stayed in a decent Best Western at the edge of the city. There was cable and a big bathtub and even free Vidal Sassoon shampoo and conditioner. I was able to watch Field of Dreams. How appropriate to see it the night before I arrived at my destination. Working in a Midwestern bookstore wasn't what I ever wanted. I'd stayed there too long. Tomorrow morning when I hit the I-10 West, I'd have a place to stay. By three in the afternoon, I ended up here, in Desert Hot Springs.

Mom's former high school classmate, Veronica, lived on a twelve-acre ranch out in the desert 120 miles east of L.A. For a few weeks, I could stay here while I look for a place to live and a job. Or get lucky and land an agent and a script sale right away. Veronica and her husband Marcus were retired. He used to work as a forensic accountant and she was a history professor. Now they spent lots of time reading and trying to do landscaping. I was allowed to stay in a large bedroom off on the other side of the house and have my own bathroom. It was a great setup as it's rent-free. I only have to pay for my food. 

Monday, April 23, 1990

Today I drove into Los Angeles for the first time. I saw how the desert was swallowed up by lots of suburbs and commercial real estate behind the sound walls of the I-10. Yesterday the I-10 had been two lanes wide. Now it was three to five lanes. What about those famed traffic jams I've read and heard about? There's a carpool lane to my left. I saw the 5 the 10 and the 101 which is the Hollywood Freeway. I opt for that. There's a 710 that leads to Long Beach. The 10 goes to Santa Monica and I want to go there. I'm a tourist, today. Even though I need to find a job and a place to live, I need to see where I'm going...

Thursday April 26, 1990

I drove north on Western Boulevard stopping at every block. I was apartment hunting and what I saw were many illegible signs as I went through Koreatown. Past Beverly Boulevard, the signs utilized our alphabet but were decidedly south of the border. I learned new words. Meat markets were carnicerias and bakeries were panaderias. 

Right off Virginia Avenue was a small house with a locked gate in front. I was hesitant about opening it. I noticed the barred windows and a glance down the street confirmed this was the neighborhood window dressing. I was far from Ohio. I walked back to the corner as I spotted two pay phones and thought I'd call about that literary agency that was only a couple of miles down Santa Monica Boulevard. No answer. When I drove up to the address I saw it went to a mailbox store and wasn't an actual office. The positive news was I found a printer that only charged a penny a page rather than the ten cents per page going rate in Palm Springs. I bought four more copies of my screenplay New Age City. Soon I'd have another one to sell as I'd just begun typing my first dramatic script about the homeless problem. I didn't have a permanent address so I could sort of relate. Sort of. I had a roof over my head each night, enough food, and my own transportation. But if I didn't get my own address, a job, and a script sale, then what?

Friday, May 11, 1990

Every morning I bought the L.A. Times from the Stater Brothers supermarket a few miles from the ranch. I went back to the room I was staying in, scoured the ads, and made calls from there so I didn't have to use a pay phone. 

Roomies were a way to stay in a decent place and neighborhood and pay less than a single apartment. But after meeting a trio of Filipinos in Silver Lake, an Echo Park no show, a guy in West Hollywood looking for a roommate/girlfriend, I decided to find my own place.

I moved into my new apartment today. The single room in Hancock Park was referred to as a garden cottage. The decrepit owner of 622 Kiley (who lived elsewhere), divided the cottage in half to increase the profit. $365 per month. Lavishly furnished with a foam rubber mattress, a table and two chairs. And a wobbly four-drawer dresser. I called Mom from the ranch and told her about it. She said, "It's a roof over your head."

Wednesday May 30, 1990

My second script was completed; a horror flick entitled Death Mall. Inspiration came in the form of my three-year employment at the Northside Mall coupled with seeing quite a few horror movies. The story was simple: a newly built mall is haunted as an archeologist discovers an ancient Indian burial ground beneath it. The disturbed demonic forces begin to wreak havoc on the mall and its customers. Can a renegade exorcist summon the forces of good to defeat the evil entities? I knew it'd have to sit for a few days until I could reread it and then hopefully get it typed and sent to Silver Films, Joel Silver's production company, as well as to Fox.

Tuesday, June 5, 1990

No luck selling screenplays or getting an agent. Looked like it was back to office work for Chris Yarborough. TYPE YOUR WAY TO THE STARS! clamored the ad's headline in a free weekly newspaper. It made me smile. I called the number and set up an interview for one o'clock. Parked over in the Century City Shopping Center. Three hours' free parking. Unemployed people had to watch their dwindling funds.  

Waited in the lobby of Hickey, Orton and Evans, Tax and Financial Planning Corporation. HOE wasn't real big or super fancy. Just a couple of couches and a glass topped table with a 10-line phone. Some bookcases containing law books and plants.  The books looked fake; like they were only there to impress and collect dust. The receptionist hid behind a sliding sheet of textured green plastic. There wasn't a clock anywhere. I glanced at my Timex for the umpteenth time. 1:25. I'd long ago given the receptionist with the burnt white-blonde perm my application and resume. She scowled, and then shut the window. Maybe she'd forgotten that I was out there. I seriously considered leaving. 

Then the door to the left of the window opened and I was confronted with the sight of Jules Hickey, a/k/a Prez. The head honcho. A real leering lecher. Balding. Wire-rimmed glasses dating back to the Bicentennial. Bearded. Fat. The collar pulled at his pudgy neck. He folded his stubby arms over his chest and grinned at me.  

He stared down my new coral colored dress that was too loose for me in the upstairs department, but I didn't have anything else businesslike to wear. The dress was a size too large and was made for someone more abundantly endowed, but it was the only one the store back in Ohio had in stock. What I had must've been enough to maintain his interest as he kept looking there. He wanted to know about my computer experience and I blithely told him I knew WordStar.  

"You can earn seven, eight, nine—even 12 bucks an hour," the Prez announced like a carnival huckster. "If you're good," he added.

That was news. I'd been offered a job in a bookstore that paid five measly bucks per hour; not much more than what I'd been earning back east. The maximum number of hours was 35. Couldn't live on that salary. Not in L.A...

"So, Chris...you're from Ohio. You a hard worker?"

He licked his lips and I wanted to punch his smarmy looking face.  

Then he wanted to know when I could begin! Sure was a quick interview. Said he'd start me off at seven bucks and in two weeks, he'd evaluate me. He scanned the length of my body, but since my dress was so long, all he could see were my new white pumps. We shook hands and he returned to his office. I got up and left.

I headed out into the sunny afternoon. I wished I didn't have to work. I wished I could mosey on over to Creative Artists Agency, (CAA), just down the street and say hi to an agent, any agent, and find out when the script sale would happen. No one there knew I existed. I'd sent scripts to that top agency and they'd come back within a week. They were afraid of lawsuits.  

I returned to the mall and retrieved my car with no radio or air conditioning. Hell, not even a cigarette lighter, or a clock. But it was almost paid for. And I did it by working in a bookstore. My car was in the corner on B level near Bullock's; a department store where I couldn't afford to buy anything. There was a large Guess? section but those jeans were way too costly for an unemployed screenwriter—even if I began a steady job the next day in a high-rise office building.

Wednesday, June 6, 1990

9:30 PM. Well, just call me gainfully employed...

My first day of work at HOE. I was put to the test. There were three computers in what looked like library study carrels. The furthest computer was hidden away from the receptionist's desk by a low partition. My duties consisted of using the Dictaphone and transcribing several long meetings about a lawsuit. I did that for eight hours straight. Ms. Orton, the second in command, smiled after seeing how much progress I'd made.  

I kept typing and typing, imagining how I was increasing my wpm (words per minute) with each passing hour. Phones rang, people walked past "my" area to go to the kitchen or make copies. I paid no attention. The sullen receptionist, Sonja, was a few feet to my left but she could've been back in her native Denmark. 

Only once did I leave, and that was for lunch. I went over to the mall and moved my car. Got my ticket validated at the AMC movie theatre box office, as that was good for four instead of three hours.  

Went to Brentano's and escaped by reading a screenwriting book. There were more books on that lucrative topic than back in the Buckeye state. Sure were lots of aspiring screenwriters out in L.A. 

Discovered a shortcut through the Century Plaza Hotel. Didn't bother looking in the little clothing shop, as I knew it was well beyond my means. However, the gift shop didn't mark up the prices of candy bars too much.

At five o'clock, I was shown how to fill out my time sheet and what codes to use. Every 03 minutes was accounted for. If I took a break, the senior accounts person, Miss Evans, had to sign me in and out. I was given a clipboard, a work ID number, and a mechanical pencil. I was #308, which was how many employees had been with the company though only about 20 currently worked in the offices. The Prez was of course #001.  

Drove east on Olympic. Traffic throughout Beverly Hills was congested. It took me 45 minutes to go just five miles. I couldn't drive fast and even with the windows open, I felt the sweat trickling down my back and knew my blouse was as wet as a ditch digger's.

Once back at 622 Kiley, I checked the mail. Nothing. I went inside the sweltering room 'round back. I lived in a nice neighborhood. But the actual domicile was not what one would expect to find in an area where residents paid six and seven digits for their addresses. Where most of the homes and cars were implanted with alarm systems.

Another writer lived in the other side of the cottage. The dividing wall was so thin I could hear him take a leak. He had one window as opposed to my two. He had a tub instead of a shower though. His name was Charlie and he invited me over. I brought my own chair. Charlie was a tall, geeky looking guy with a thick brown mop of hair. Taught downtown at Juvie Hall. All he had to do was attempt to maintain order, not teach anything the students might learn. Abe was there too, visiting from his rooming house down on Santa Monica Boulevard. Abe had a straggly goatee and stringy hair. He passed a joint to Charlie and they listened as I told 'em about my new job.  

"I don't have a phone or TV either," Charlie bragged, gesturing around the tiny room. "Don't have a typewriter. This's what I write on..."

Charlie reached across his bed and atop a plastic milk crate was a stack of yellow legal pads covered with black hieroglyphics and narrow margins. He utilized paper space well.

I left after a few minutes. I was uncomfortable around stoners, as I didn't know them and they weren't talkative. And being with two males in a small room wasn't very smart. I left, saying I had to write.

I locked myself into my room, happy that no screenplays or query letters had been returned that day. I'd unpacked my phone and plugged it into the jack behind the dresser. But it wasn't connected by Pacific Bell. I didn't plan on living at that address very long. As soon as I sold a script, I'd move to a bigger and better place.

Supper consisted of melted cheese on a tortilla and some chicken from a cooked one I bought last night at the nearby Pavilions supermarket on Melrose and Vine.

The manager of 622 Kiley had his apartment door open again. He was across the way, about 40 feet or so, in a converted garage. It was dark in there and I couldn't see him. Rock music played on the radio. He had company and they were all smoking pot. What a pothouse!  The manager's name was Gary and his aged mother owned the apartment along with some other properties in the area. Gary didn't watch TV too much. He was a radio kinda guy.

Thursday, June 7, 1990

8:00 PM. The adventures at HOE continued.  

Starting next week, I'd get a parking pass. Forty-five bucks would be deducted from my paycheck, which I'd receive every other Friday. After I'd completed 1,000 hours, parking would be lowered to $20. After 2,000 hours, it was free. 

I was still doing Dictaphone stuff. Sonja wore a headset when answering the phone. She'd stand up, stretch, and do trunk twists. She was a part-time body builder and claimed to weigh 150 pounds, which at 5'8" meant she was very muscular. Wanted to break into stunt work. It was more profitable and adventurous than answering phones. She lived down by the beach. Sonja recently learned how to Rollerblade and showed me her skinned elbow. I thought she was like a caged animal and belonged outdoors.

After lunch, the Prez had me edit a letter. His fountain pen-made scrawls were difficult to decipher. I went into his office several times for translations.  

"Chris, when are you going to learn how to read?" the Prez asked as he munched on some pretzel sticks.

When are you going to learn how to write?  I thought, but said nothing.

The Prez pulled off his too-tight glasses and wiped them on his tie. He stabbed a thick finger at the section I was unable to read. "It says in regards to your late payment..."  

"Okay, thanks." I reached for the paper but he pulled it back. I sure as heck wasn't gonna play keep-away with some New Yorker asshole. He looked at me with his ordinary brown eyes and I sensed his insecurity. Hell, anyone could, in spite of his big banker's desk with all the sliding out trays that nearly doubled its size. And the Prez had a view. He kept the curtains open to remind him and anyone else that they were overlooking the elegant Century Plaza Hotel where the President of the United States, not of some dinky-ass company, stayed when he was in L.A. 

"Finish this ASAP," the Prez said in an authoritative tone. He handed the letter back to me and I nodded and left, carrying it back to the computer, wondering how much longer I had to put up with his crap.

Friday, June 8, 1990

7:45 PM. TGIF!  

I woke up and glanced at the calendar, relieved to see it was Friday. It wasn't payday for me—I was still too new for that. I rushed around my room, making breakfast and wondering what I'd be working on. Also, I was relieved that it'd be my last day parking in the shopping center and having to move my car twice a day.

Samantha, a red haired anorexic from Greenwich Village had just started. She was in charge of HOE's newly formed Public Relations division. She wore black capri pants and a severe white blouse and seemed so bubbly and confident.  

Ms. Orton stopped me on the way to the kitchen. She was wearing her dressy gray suit with a white blouse and floppy bow tie. "Hi, Chris," she announced.

"Good morning, Ms. Orton." I felt as though I was back in grammar school. In no other job had I addressed the "senior management" by their titles and last names. Only the Prez, his immediate assistant, Orton, and the younger-than-me Evans received the privilege of being addressed as Mr., Ms., and Miss. The rest of us peons were called by our first names.

"Chris, I just wanted to tell you there are fresh bagels in the refrigerator. And that if you want one, you can have one. But in the future, you'll be responsible for picking them up once in a while if you do..."

I disliked bagels and reassured the woman of my lack of preference for the bland food.  

"I also wanted to tell you about our new pizzeria..."

Apparently, the HOE corporation was gonna be the next California Pizza Kitchen. A strip mall east of Beverly Hills was the location for HOE's first store. Already a restaurant had failed in that location, but it didn't prevent the Prez from leasing the shop, naming it Wall Street Pizzeria, and hiring a New York chef.  

WSP, as it was referred to on the time sheets, was gonna be a great moneymaker all around. That's why Samantha was hired. And even though I would soon be running a separate mail order division for HOE, I was recruited into helping WSP emerge. I listened to the pep talk outside the kitchen and only afterwards was I allowed to visit the restroom.

I'd been given the task of finding white 100% cotton shirts with red star-shaped buttons. I was working with Phyllis, the head cheese of the telemarketing division. She'd been there for two years, which was almost as long as Miss Evans, the third in command. Phyllis was 38 and had a teenage son and a carpenter husband.  She lived in North Hollywood, wherever that was. I sat at a folding table and used a single line phone. There were Yellow Pages for all over L.A. and Orange County. Harbor City, Fullerton, West Hills, and Montebello—places I'd never heard of. But I stuck to the 213 area code—even though it covered a vast segment of Southern California.  

After being laughed at by people at three different uniform companies, I told Ms. Orton of the difficulties I was encountering as it was considered a special order request. She said to get the buttons separately by calling fabric shops. Then I was able to trace down not just red buttons, but blue and white ones also. I felt like an apparel detective. The cotton shirts weren't cheap and the Prez himself authorized a less expensive poly/cotton mix.

I got to leave the office that afternoon to pick them up. An additional paid hour away from HOE was most welcome. The Uniform House was on Crenshaw. Though it was an elegant sounding British-derived name, I had no idea what that neighborhood represented to people who'd lived in L.A. for a while.  

The sun shone brightly and the traffic coursed down the busy streets. Parked on a side street near an apartment house. A Hispanic boy and his mother strolled by. I went into the Uniform House and met Curtis who moved out here from Chicago 30 years ago. I felt obliged to tell the gray haired man that I wasn't really happy being with my present place of employment. He studied the check with the Century City address and didn't even ask for ID.

"I'm just doing this 'til I sell a screenplay."  

Curtis smiled. "Just a few months ago Sylvester Stallone was right outside filming a movie. Trailers all over the place."

"I've been out here for a month and I haven't seen any filming yet. It sounds so glamorous."

"Don't worry, girl, you'll see plenty of filming." He handed me the paper bag and wished me luck. I wanted to stay longer and talk to him. He was real, like the people back in Ohio. His name was Curtis, not Mr. Such and Such. He wasn't rude and critical.

I left the store and slowly returned to my car. The afternoon sun was inviting me to stay out a while. It was a perfect day to go to the beach.

Instead, I dutifully returned to work. The Big Three, as Phyllis dubbed the management team, were pleased with the shirts. Phyllis had been dispatched to get the buttons. Just before quitting time, Ms. Orton stepped out of her office wearing a shirt with the jaunty red star shaped buttons. She grinned proudly; she'd sewn them on herself. One of them wasn't lined up and gapped a bit. It was crooked—because the Big Three were crooked.

Saturday, June 9, 1990

1:45 PM. I went to the mall in Century City to see Paul West's movie.

***

Back in Ohio, I'd seen all his movies. All those he'd directed and co-written. I sent him my first screenplay and his associate producer got a hold of it and liked it. She phoned me. I was watching a John Landis movie called Into the Night. It was the scene where Jeff Goldblum was frantically searching for a telephone. I was involved in the video, and was annoyed when my phone rang. Reluctantly, I answered it.  

"Is this Christine Yarborough?"

"This is Chris." I hated my last name, as it was too long and Christine as it was too formal. But then maybe I shouldn't use it on my screenplays, I thought.

"I'm calling from Paul West's office in L.A. and..."

I barely heard the rest of the conversation as my knees had weakened and I had to sit down. The phone on the desk slid near the edge but didn't fall. Tracy Billings from Paul West's office was calling! My God, a call from HOLLYWOOD! They wanted to buy my screenplay for thousands of dollars! They wanted to meet with me and... 

Well, not quite. She enjoyed reading the male/female buddy cop movie entitled New Age City. She thought the descriptions were terrific and the plot adequate. The New Age angle and romantic notions were "nice." Paul didn't do romantic movies even if the bullets flew. He made "contemporary westerns." And authentic westerns when he could. Paul didn't like emotions in his movies. I'd read that Paul was divorced and had a daughter. He must've had some emotions in his life. But who was I to argue with an associate producer? With any producer? With anyone involved in the film industry? She wanted to know if I was working on anything else. I was. A movie about some homeless guys out west who were involved in an escalating series of crimes. The main character started out clean and fairly sober and the transformation was utterly complete; he ended up killing. It was a serious study of the growing homelessness issue and I wanted a movie with a downbeat ending. Tracy indicated that she'd like to see it when it was done. I shut off the TV after the phone call and went back to work on it. I was glad she'd asked—if she hadn't, my entry into Hollywood might never have occurred.

Fast forward to the last Tuesday in May. I'd called Tracy and was told we'd have a meeting next time I was in L.A.

I'd auditioned for a new game show. It was in Hollywood near Waring and Cahuenga. I sat in a huge soundstage at one of several folding tables with about 30 other adults. We had to give brief descriptions of our lives. The four employees of the I.C.U. Production Company were seated at the opposite end of the room. One of the production company employees had a curly perm and was very stout. She scowled at everyone. When it was my turn to reveal who I was and why I wanted to be on a game show, I decided to be my own p.r. agent. I stood up, as requested, and nervously looked around at the other people. A PacBell employee was staring into space. The Filipino man who'd revealed that his wife didn't speak English was gawking at a young blonde on the other side of his table. An older salesman-type was shuffling through his business cards.

"My name's Chris Yarborough and I've just moved out here from Ohio. I'm out here to sell my screenplays and so far I've had a lotta luck..."

"Good for you," the scowling employee remarked in a tone dripping with sarcasm.

I nervously continued. "I want to do a game show as I think they're fascinating..." couldn't recall the rest of the bullshit I'd uttered. I watched other people discussing why they were candidates for TV game show history and most of them were just regular people discussing their ordinary jobs in such fields as nursing, accounting, and teaching.

Ninety percent us were dismissed. I was in that majority. But I didn't feel bad as I left and saw the remaining chosen ones smirking as we departed and they stayed inside the comfortable air conditioned soundstage. I had to call Paul West's associate producer and inform her I could make a meeting that day. Did any of them have a chance to meet the noted director of the Gunrunners films? No one in that room knew I was about to make it big via writing for a man who'd worked with some of Hollywood's top action stars!

I made my way over to a pay phone and dialed Tracy's number. I was enjoying my stay within the gates of the studio, even if it was only a TV studio.

It was the first time I'd spoken with Tracy just a few miles away from her office. Her voice sounded different; older. She chuckled when she learned that I'd auditioned for a TV show. Even I had enough sense not to tell her I wasn't selected; I knew about not advertising failure in Hollywood. I'd read enough about the city to know a few facts.  

"You didn't wear a rubber chicken suit?" she joked. I smiled. I heard the raspy voice of a smoker.  

"Nope. Didn't have to."

"Can you make it for a meeting around six? Afterwards we can have drinks..."

I glanced at my watch. Ten past four. "Sure. Where?"

"In my office. I'll leave your name with the guard in the lobby."

"Where do I park?"

"Visitor's parking. Just off Sunset."

"Great. See you then. 'Bye."

I grinned as I hung up. I hoped to hell that Paul would be there. I'd read much of the man under the guise of research. The more I knew about him, the better I was able to write for him. And now I was going to have a meeting in the new J & J building on the famed Sunset Strip. The J & J building was near the large Tower Records store and the notorious Whisky and Roxy clubs. 8711 Sunset Boulevard was my favorite address.

For a while, I did nothing but drive around Beverly Hills. I liked looking at those stately homes in the "flats" of the wealthy city. I imagined living there after I sold one of my scripts.

It was nearing six o'clock. I parked within the darkened confines of the parking structure. It was cool in there. My denim dress was long and I left my navy canvas Kung Fu shoes on, as they were more comfortable than the multi-colored leather pumps I'd brought along. Actually, I forgot about them, as I was so nervous about my first meeting with a Hollywood executive. I remembered to bring Mom's hand-me-down leather and cloth briefcase that she'd bought at T.J. Maxx. The inside was worn out but the outside looked okay. I resembled a casual young screenwriter, not one who was highly successful. Not with my economy car. But I'd read that legendary Lethal Weapon screenwriter Shane Black lived with a Pad o' Guys and drove a beat up old Mustang.

I had my little yellow ticket that would be validated when I got to the third floor. I had to stop off at the lobby first and check in with the guard. He was a cheerful looking man in spite of the severe navy uniform and the bank of video monitors that surrounded his desk. I had to sign my name on a sheet and list the time and what company I was with. 

"Who are you here to see, miss?" asked the guard.

"Tracy Billings."

A tall man in a designer suit (though I couldn't say which designer!) came over to the desk. He carried a leather portfolio and stood very close to me.  

"I don't see her name on the list," the guard announced.

"She works with Paul West," I said.  

Suddenly I felt something touching my hair. I turned sharply. The man grinned, holding a fragment of leaf in his hand and let it fall to the tiled floor. "I found this in your hair," the man said and I didn't respond, not knowing what to say. The fact that a stranger touched me was disconcerting.

The guard was all smiles. "Third floor. Just take the elevator on up."

I thanked him and departed. The dark suited man was signing in, no doubt noticing my name. I was glad I used my special incognito handwriting, which made it difficult to read.

The third floor lobby was larger than the one at the main entrance. A receptionist answered an almost constantly ringing phone. There were framed movie posters for the Gunrunners movies as well as other Paul West films. I absorbed the environment of a hectic production company's lobby.

I only had to wait a minute or so before Tracy came out to greet me. She was a slender woman with dyed reddish-brown hair. Her denim jacket and pants struck me as out of date. I clutched my briefcase, not wanting to shake hands. Though she was a low-key type, there was something about her that I didn't trust.  

"Amber, please hold my calls," Tracy told the young receptionist.

I was escorted back to her office down a short hall and to the left. The blinds were open and I saw the view of the Sunset Strip from the picture window. The office was the first Hollywood chamber I'd been inside and I reveled in it. Later, I'd learn the oak desk, wall of bookshelves, and comfortable plaid chairs were standard issue. The furniture was available from any rental showroom for a small monthly fee. Everything in that room had a price. Those scripts stacked neatly behind her. That multi-extension black phone. But the golden glow from the setting sun wasn't for sale. The sunlight hit her office in such a way as to make it seem magical, stagy. Hollywoodlike.

Before I sat down, I noticed an unframed black and white photo of Tracy and Paul. They wore matching Gunrunners baseball caps and had their arms around each other, smiling into the camera. Looking at that picture once was enough...I was jealous.

I sat down and our meeting officially began. The door remained open, which probably meant that it wasn't very important. I'd taken out my little notebook and pen and was poised to write whatever wisdom spouted from Tracy's mouth.  

"You're a good writer, Chris," she began.

Good—but not quite good enough?

"Thanks," I answered dutifully. "I'm working on another script."

Tracy smiled and waved her hands in the air, though in a rather understated fashion. "I can't keep up with you."

We talked for only a few minutes. She had to take an urgent call "from New York" and I glanced unobtrusively at the picture of the noted director. He looked so damn handsome in his baseball cap and with his gleaming white teeth. His tan was evident against his white sweatshirt. The wavy black hair was long and he had a beard. I'd always had a weakness for hairy, barrel chested men. She hung up and lectured me about the rigors of Hollywood script selling. I didn't want to end up selling a script for just a tax write-off. It was like a free mini-lesson in selling screenplays from a producer.

I felt as though I hadn't chosen the right door in which to enter Hollywood. She had four scripts on her desk...from William Morris and ICM. Tracy said something about a step sheet but I responded with a blank look.

She wasn't a liar, though. She'd said she'd buy me a drink. I recalled her mentioning that after the rubber chicken suit remark. There was a cafe on the main floor. Tracy stood to leave and so did I.  

The golden glow increased. The office was pleasantly warm. I wanted to stay in there. Alone. Reading scripts and answering important calls didn't seem difficult.

I reached for my briefcase and when I straightened up, I saw a tall, robust man standing in the doorway. He wore sunglasses and a black and white shirt. His jeans were faded. He held a black briefcase. I didn't see a wedding ring. It was him, I thought. Paul West! The director paid no attention to Tracy; as he was too busy staring at me, Christine Yarborough from the Buckeye state.  

Tracy decided to break it up. She strode over to the doorway. "Hi Paul."

"Hi Tracy." He stepped inside the office that seemed to shrink. He was a man who required a huge office. I suspected his was a lot bigger and was probably a corner suite. Tracy introduced us.

"Paul, this is Chris, she's a screenwriter...Chris, Paul."

"Delighted to meet you, Chris," remarked the director as he came over and shook my hand. A blue buzz of electricity emanated from us and I was instantly infatuated. 

"What are you writing, Chris?" asked Paul.

Here was a noted Hollywood player asking me about my unpublished and unproduced work?! Was I really standing there above the Strip, with people who actually made movies that played all around the world and...I was amazed that I had enough of a voice left after the dizzying encounter to respond.  

"Uh, I was, uh, am, working on a sequel to Gunrunners 2..."

Paul chuckled. "Oh no you're not!"

I wasn't. Scratch that idea. Well, genius, what was I working on now? "I'm doing a modern day western about a descendant of Pat Garrett chasing after descendants of the Dalton gang."

He smiled harder. "I look forward to seeing it when you're finished with it." He glanced at his watch. Didn't see what brand but knew it wasn't a Timex. Paul looked at Tracy. "Make sure I see it."

Tracy merely nodded, looking at him, then at me, then at the floor.

"It was a pleasure meeting you, Chris." He was still grinning as he left. I stood there, wishing it was twenty seconds ago. I wondered where he was going in such a hurry. I no longer heard his departing footfalls on the thick gold carpeting. A minute before he was a mere photograph; neither of us was aware of the other's existence. A minute later, I was smitten with the man.

Tracy and I went down to the uncrowded cafe. We chatted over mineral water. She was a Gemini and was born and raised in Chatsworth. She'd worked for Paul for six years. I kept wanting to ask if he was married but couldn't. She suggested I get a job as a secretary within the film industry. I asked if J & J was hiring. There was a pause, then a resounding no. It was clear she didn't want me around. Paul's previous assistant, Christy, the woman who got my script to Tracy, was a former employee now. Guess our names were too similar. My unsolicited script wasn't even supposed to have gotten as far as an associate producer, I was told. In her way, she made me feel as though I was privileged. I was lucky because I was "good." But I was still unemployed, I thought. And now I was in love with an older man who was probably married.

When I exited the garage, I turned left onto Sunset. I headed west, past the production companies and offices, and into the heart of the costliest real estate in Southern California. I felt Paul's presence, and wondered if he lived in the vicinity? I thought of the man I'd so recently met and wanted to see him again soon. I wished he'd joined us down in the cafe. I wanted to pitch story ideas to him. Or share stories of our lives. I sighed, not knowing how long it would be until we'd meet again. Had someone hinted as to how long it would take, I wouldn't have believed them. 

But on that afternoon, I breezed down the famed boulevard, content with the fact that my Prince Charming was only a few miles away. That was all I needed to know back then. All I needed.

***

Monday, June 11, 1990

9:45 PM. Another week at HOE. How many more would I have to endure?

Tiffany started working as the new receptionist. She moonlighted nearby as a cocktail waitress most nights at the pricey nightclub Twenty/20. Membership ran $1,000 a month.  Tiffany was an aspiring model/actress. She was only 22, almost six feet tall and real skinny. She was part Italian and had long dark hair with red highlights. She wore big hoop earrings and very short black skirts. Tiffany was jealous of Cindy Crawford because Cindy was so famous. Tiffany took breaks in the back office and used the phone a lot to call her agent and her friends.  

When she went to the reception desk, the Prez watched her putting on her headset and said "You got to give head to get ahead." Good thing he didn't try making that crack to me. He hired Tiffany because of her looks, not her MENSA-like intelligence. The Prez admitted that he liked working around women.

Tuesday, June 12, 1990

8:33 PM. A day spent earning my measly hourly wage.

I just received a promotion to the head of the mail order division. I even had to think of a title for myself. I came up with the descriptive title of Coordinator. It wasn't too important-sounding. A pay raise wasn't included, so it wasn't really a step up. Hell, I didn't move out west to be a mail order monarch. Prez tried being some emperor of mail order about a year ago and still had a big stack of books stored in Phyllis's department. I had to count and divide them by title. Money Services Unlimited was the name of the company.  

Marlene began her job as the Prez's Executive Assistant. She was fair complected; of Swiss/German descent. Marlene used to be an actress and said she'd bring in some pictures to prove it. Like Tiffany, she wore a short skirt but in a brighter color. Marlene was born and raised in the "slums" of Beverly Hills.  

Karin was in charge of the Wall Street Pizzeria restaurant that would soon open for business. She'd been working at HOE since April and was out running errands the first two weeks. Lucky her.

I was in Phyllis's department. There were two long folding tables on either side and the slate blue carpeting was covered with heavy plastic. Some of those sheets were yellowed with age and curled up at the ends. Out in the hallway there was no plastic, just a long horizontal strip of shiny brown packing tape. Budget carpet restoration!

There were only two entrances into HOE's suite. The first was the main entrance through the lobby. When I walked in that way, I saw the Prez's and Ms. Orton's offices in front of me. Next to Ms. Orton's office was a law office. It was occupied by a part-time recent law school graduate. To the left of her office was the Prez's, and then a largish office where a few people did data entry work. Miss Evans shared an office with a young assistant who started a week before me. Finally, to the left of Miss Evans, was the head accountant's office. But he only worked at night so I hadn't met him yet.

Beyond the accounting area was a storage room filled with bankers boxes and dead computer parts. Two desks and two functioning computers occupied the last room. And a phone. Plus the only other door out of there. If someone wanted to sneak out, they used that door. Unfortunately, they needed a key to get back in. Or a buddy on the other side. Only The Big Three had keys. 

I was in the dead computer parts room doing data entry. Tiffany went back there during her break looking for me. I was entering names of potential clients to dine at Wall Street Pizzeria. Everyone was working on the pizza project. Just that morning, Ms. Orton was talking about holding off the limo company until next week. Didn't know what she meant about that.  I thought those people were crazy but the job paid my rent for now. For others, their tenure at HOE wasn't going to be put on their resume. A girl was hired and fired before lunch today. Last week a guy left after an hour!  

Anyway, 1,000 fliers announcing Wall Street Pizzeria's grand opening were being printed up and we added addresses to the database as quickly as we could. Phyllis was in charge of the telemarketing campaign taken straight out of the phone directories. Two more gals were there, and I thought they might last the day. They made cold calls and wrote down the contact’s name, address, and number so me and a few other new hires could be data entry clerks.

I got to put down Wall Street Pizzeria's initials on my time sheet and used another job description code—that was my creativity for the day.

Tiffany was supposed to be helping. The other computer had been resurrected and she did about ten cards' worth of work all afternoon. Her long red nails were acrylic and she used them to tap the keys on the keyboard.

She told me she met Prince Albert of Monaco recently. Where's that? Tiffany wondered none too strenuously. She was more consumed with the meeting of an Oscar-winning producer.  

"I met this really rich producer last night," was how she started the conversation. She listed his movies. I'd heard of most of them. Tiffany whipped out a copy of Interview magazine from her sizable Fendi bag and I saw a silver-haired man who looked old enough to be her grandfather! She was introduced to "Leo Hayes" and the man was interested in her. I knew her incentive revolved around his Oscar and his hefty bank account. Unlike the aspiring engineer she'd dated since high school, Leo was established within a more glamorous industry.  

Leo invited her to lunch at the Polo Lounge that day! No wonder she was so hyper! She had on an expensive-looking shorts suit and black patent leather high heels. Her modeling portfolio was in her car. She had to leave for lunch earlier so she could get her car washed. She had a new fiery red Hyundai Scoupe. Said it was real fun to drive.  

Miss Evans was irritated by Tiffany. Although the equally young Miss Evans was a natural blonde with a porcelain complexion, her figure was pudgy. She got no exercise other than tottering around the office suite in her high heels. She wore only somber blues and boring beiges. Later I learned she followed Ms. Orton's advice on how to Dress for Success. The elder office manager loaned her a copy of that book.

Phyllis was supervising Marvella, a Compton-raised telemarketer and Vivienne, a chubby gal who had recently graduated from Hollywood High. Marvella was skinny and looked more like 14 than 20. She ate a lot of candy when she made her telemarketing calls. She lived on 110th Street and took two buses to get to work. She read Jet and Essence magazines, which she carried in her Louis Vuitton handbag. I wondered about those people carrying such expensive purses. Back then, I didn't know about the swap meets that sold mock designer bags at a fraction of the cost.

Phyllis wrote down the contact’s names and addresses on index cards. I realized I hadn't seen those since high school and it brought back memories. Memories of times when I never thought I'd work in an office. Phyllis was feeling real important lately as she had new people to boss around.

On my lunch hour, I went to Bullock's and tried on clothes I couldn't afford. Then I returned to the dead computer parts room and continued entering names. There were no windows, of course. Should've brought my headphones to distract me from my dull duties. I heard a knock on the back door. Tiffany. She was in a super good mood; couldn't stop smiling.

First, she got herself signed back in from her two-hour lunch. Then she told me the story. Admitted she was so nervous that she worried about her salad falling out of her mouth. Afterwards she was so hungry she stopped in the store downstairs to buy a candy bar. She showed me one of the photographs she presented to Leo during lunch. An arty black and white eight by ten that looked like an Old World painting. Shot from the back, her hands were demurely crossed in front of her as she looked out a window. All she wore was a diaphanous white teddy. She showed a dirty old man that sort of photo?

"He has to see my body if I want to be an actress," Tiffany explained. "Leo said I had great cheeks. Uh...cheekbones! It was really weird having him look at my pictures over lunch."

Tiffany was enamored with the powerful producer. I understood as I felt the same way about Paul West. Though I had no underwear shots to show the director. I imagined lunching with him and having the director fawn over one of my scripts. My ego allowed that.

"What do you know about this man? Leo?" I asked. I hadn't typed a word since Tiffany returned from lunch.

"He's married to an Englishwoman and they have a house in England and two kids. But he's separated from her. He lives in Beverly Hills. North of Sunset. He's got a huge place up there. He lives with a Brazilian model but tells me that's over with. She's going back to Brazil next month."

She wasn't buying that line of shit? He had TWO women? Now he wanted a third? English, South American, and now North American. How worldly.  

"He's born in August, that's why he's called Leo."

"Adulterer would be more like it."

"He's not really married!" Tiffany protested.

Wednesday, June 13, 1990

7:14 PM. Another weird day at HOE.  

The Prez's Exec. Assistant, Marlene, was wearing a long suit jacket paired with a super short skirt. She had to sit outside his closed door and not let anyone in unless they had an appointment! Her props were a folding chair and a clipboard.  

Tiffany was over the moon. That weekend she was going to Leo's Beverly Hills mansion. They talked last night. He called her from his brand new Vanden Plas Jaguar.

I was delegated to the lawyer's office that day. The new graduate was a lanky guy from Fullerton who'd just gotten engaged. He had terrible headaches and drank bottled carrot juice. There were two desks facing each other, but he ignored me, talked on the phone, and perused some heavy law books. There was no phone on the desk where I sat. 

Later, Ms. Orton had me do some filing in her office. She was a firm believer in the color-coded filing system. I put tabs on each folder and alternated left, right and center tabs to form a pleasing, properly colored array of folders in her filing cabinets. She was a Capricorn from Minnesota and was really caught up in appearances as well as filing foibles. She told me that Dress for Success was the best book she'd ever read.

"Gray suits signify authority," Ms. Orton stated. Indeed, it looked as though she only owned two—navy and gray. Civil war colors. That day she was a Confederate, tomorrow she'd be a blue-suited Yankee. I was wearing my Hawaiian camouflage outfit: long skirt and jacket in white, black, emerald green, azure, and magenta. I liked bright colors and if she was hinting that I should become another clone, she had another guess coming. I was no Miss Evans who clocked in over 80 hours a week and lived for HOE.

Thursday, June 14, 1990

7:48 PM. Got home around six. I didn't have to stay until five, or 5:30 or whatever time. Flex hours were okay. I was in my tiny room, typing on my inherited typewriter. Thank God, Mom had the foresight to buy a bright blue one rather than black or beige. Neutral colors didn't belong in my life.  
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