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The primary insurance suit was about five ounces of muscle on worn-out bones, age indeterminate mostly because he looked plastic to me. I had a habit of ignoring plastic people studiously, because I found most of them either boring or so self-involved as to be offensive, and so none of my usual metrics-gathering glances applied to them. If his plastic-appearance was the first strike against him, the second was that he was probably a lawyer – or at least he talked like one – and as per usual I tuned out his long-winded spiel in an effort not to harbour a desire to see him run over by something large. Lawyers did that to me, not so much because of their profession but because their education invariably led them to the same fatally stupid consideration that most doctors suffered – they thought they were superior. And superior people just rubbed me the wrong way. I never showed them derision, but I also had a difficult time showing them much automatic respect. Respect, after all, was something I had grown into believing you had to earn. Far too many plastic people considered it their birthright.

 My boss, Derek Heisman, might have been listening. He certainly seemed conscious enough to glare at me and break the spell of the lawyer’s monotonous buzzing. Sitting up straighter, I pretended to tune in, all the while wondering why I was actually in the office. As a bottom-tier bodyguard, hired primarily because Derek disliked my ex-in-laws, him being an ex of the same clan, it was unusual for me to be in on a client meeting. I was on the far side of forty, not particularly well-suited to the work, and not what one would call an attractive employee, in as much as I had almost no actual experience doing the job. Even I often wondered why Derek employed me, since I was sure if it was me in his shoes my sympathy and tolerance would have long ago turned to angry dislike, or something even more nasty. It never actually occurred to me I was good at what I did, because I never gave that much active thought to what I did. But even had I harboured that illusion, it wouldn’t have occurred to me that Derek simply liked me.

I tuned in when my brain heard the phrase, “The imperative here is to keep her drug free, sober, and on time.”

Somewhere inside my head came a warning flash, a phrase Derek had drilled into me often enough – never accept a babysitting job. ‘Stars,’ as he would say in his most smug tone, ‘are impossible to babysit successfully, because you can’t punish them enough to keep them in line.’

“Do you think, Mister Heisman, that your service can do that?”

“Absolutely. My associate here, William, is specifically trained for this kind of operation.”

Had I been drinking I would have coughed up a mouthful. My specific training consisted of standing by the entrances at B-movie film sets, seldom being spoken to by anyone, and doing nothing other than appearing intimidating. That latter skill I did possess, but it was an inborn talent – I was six-six in my stocking feet, and while not cut like most of the steroid monsters Derek employed, I was naturally solid. Even my slight middle-age paunch wasn’t really notable, though it was there in the mirrors I glanced into. What special skills he was selling were beyond my comprehension, and why he would even try was probably beyond whatever god overlooked the fallacies of body-guarding services. But it wasn’t my place to question the boss, or whatever he actually was.

Twenty minutes later, after formalities were settled, the trio of client lawyers left the office and I blurted out what had been burning on my tongue the whole time. I probably should have laced the question with vulgarities, but I had stayed miraculously silent for so long I was beyond being crude, and into the realm of required precision.

“Derek, what are you doing? All these years you’ve been saying never babysit the clientele. And me…an expert? What was that all about?”

Derek wedged his oversized body behind his desk, lit up a cigarette, and said, “Sit. Sit down, Willy.”

I did, because what else could I do? I leaned in and pressed, “Why did you take that job?”

“You ever hear of the idea of a premium job?”

“Yeah, I suppose, but—”

“This is where you shut up and hear me out. Fact is, Willy, the business is getting tighter in this economy. I mostly got a bunch of brain-dead steroid re-treads, and ex-military mental cases, and ex-cons working for me…and while they serve just fine on the perimeter, I have maybe five guys who can core-up. So, here’s the deal. I like you – you should know that – but I can’t use you as much as the bodybuilder types, because most of what we do is about presentation, and people think big and muscular is all there is to safety; and you have no background for the real hard-core stuff like security system setups. So, you get this duty.”

“But it’s a babysitting job. I don’t care, personally, but you always said they were guaranteed disasters.”

He sighed, flicked his pen in a circle, and then explained, “This job is a blockbuster job. The film is big, with location work and studio work. The rest of the industry turned this thing down because of the key-person problem. No one wanted the responsibility. The insurance company needs a star watched, kept sober and straight, and on time. This isn’t outside-threat management, but inside-threat management. Psychological work.”

“And I have what expertise in that regard?”

“You were married to a psycho for six years.”

I sat back and shook my head in dismay. I asked, “Does the firm really need the work this badly?”

“Seven weeks work, Willy, and the pay is just north of one million.”

I sputtered, “A million dollars?”

“Yeah, so you get the idea. Thing is, you also get the headache. After expenses and my shitty overhead, based upon the standards, I got a profit of about three hundred grand off this gig. And our deal is this, buddy. You keep the star in line, and we two will split that profit down the middle. With that cash, you can get on with a real life, or at least have a life. And I’m not being generous, Willy, I’m telling you that this is yours to do or bugger up. And I don’t envy you, but I do need you. Despite the fact you may not have the skills some of the core guys have, you have a way with people – and that kind of soft-skill might be the do or die on this.”

“So,” I said glumly, dreading the answer to my question, “just what do I have to do?”
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Kristen Ward was unhappy, and had been for the better part of the last year. Her career was in the stratosphere for a twenty-three year-old, but every other aspect of her life was dismal. She loved to act, but she hated the paparazzi, and her personal life was an unconditional disaster. She had been acting since the age of eight, had been successful almost that long, and was now starring in a series of films – in between doing decent ones – that made her a box office treasure. For the last three movies she had commanded high single-digit millions, and her box office suggested that trend would continue for a while. But in the interim, between exceptional roles and good critical reviews, she had made a critically bad decision in her private life: ‘Never date a co-star,’ her agent had told her when she was growing into her teens; but she had, and while it was good, it was great – the problem was it hadn’t lasted, and now her life was spiralling into the depths. That spiralling had led her to some new acquaintances, a pair of well-known starlets who had an affinity for drugs and drink in the name of partying. Kristen had avoided the partying, being naturally introverted and even shy, but the drugs and drink had come easily. Now, while the press seemed ignorant of the fact, industry insiders knew she was troubled. So did the insurance company, and since they had no real interest in helping her, they imposed the worst punishment she could imagine – a personal bodyguard. To not suffer a penalty, and maybe even find herself tossed from the set of a movie she really wanted to do, she had to put up with the presence of some security guard turned bodyguard, probably one of the many overinflated muscle-bound morons who populated many film sets she had seen and been on. But, as her agent and lawyer had told her, she had to accept the bodyguard or risk losing the role, and it was a role she desperately wanted. It was a well-written dramatic part for an ensemble piece that could really come together on every possible level. Weirder still, it was a big picture at the same time, and had all the makings of a real contender for some recognition. And even though she was shy of the press, and not in the business for recognition, part of her desperately wanted the chance to be amongst the few who had achieved the highest awards.

This muddle of considerations was running in her mind while she shifted in the seat she was in, a couch in her agent’s office. She worried her unvarnished nails, thinking about how awful it felt to have become one of those many Hollywood types who needed to be watched at every turn. When her agent, Mary Weinstein, came back with a monster of a man in a blue suit, she looked up from her hands and frowned. He was well over six feet, pretty old in her estimation despite not being obviously ancient, and didn’t look anything like a bodyguard. If anything, he reminded her of a weird mixture of her dad and a maths teacher she had once suffered with for several long, aggravating and unproductive weeks.

“Kristen, this is your personal assistant, Mister Masters.”

He extended a hand, bending so she could reach it, and she took it automatically. He had big hands, and they were dry, warm, and surprisingly soft. He surprised her also by having a soft voice, which while distinctly baritone, was not a rumble so much as a bearish half-whisper. He said, “My name is William, Miss Ward. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Hi.”

He surprised her again by sitting on the same couch she was on, though politely away at the far end, and he hunched his massive form in a way that made him seem physically smaller. He had an easy smile, and she felt a surge of comfort that was embarrassing to her. Clasping his massive hands, he said, “I realise that this experience is uncomfortable for you. The elephant in the room here, basically, is that this is being forced on you. I recognise that might engender some anger, and I want to be clear with you from the outset that I have no intention of interfering with your ability to deliver the best performance you can. My sole duty is to ensure, for the legal eagles, that you remain safe, that you feel comfortable with the service, and that at the end of each day for the next seven weeks’ time passes so smoothly that you have no angst about the experience.”

“Okay,” she said softly, feeling weirdly comfortable with the monster beside her. He had a soothing voice, and because of it his physical size was actually more comforting than intimidating.

“Now, based upon the terms of the agreement in place between your legal representation, the production company, the insurance company, and the company that directly employs me, you will have to be patient with this situation. I am required to be with you for nearby twenty-four hours a day. I recognise how awkward that could be, so I won’t hover at your side any more than minimally necessary. When you retire for the evening, or relax in your trailer, I will remain out of sight. But, I will ask that you take this.”

She automatically accepted a smartphone.

“I know you have your own phone, but this is a purpose-specific phone our client services department set up. I have its counterpart with me. The devices are point-to-point contact, basically radios, walkie-talkies if you prefer that term. The only real difference between these and old-style radios is that they have texting capability, and a few other features. I doubt we’ll need any of those. What I’m asking is that when not on-set, you keep the phone with you. If you need to go anywhere, just dial me and keep me informed. I’ll probably be with you, but maybe in the evening you might get restless and need to walk, or something like that, and then I ask that you to call me so I can be present. I know this is intrusive, and I don’t imagine you need me to be your temporary shadow for seven weeks, but it will be much easier if we cooperate. That way, with your help, it becomes slightly less intrusive.”

“So, as long as I behave,” she said petulantly, immediately regretting her tone, “you don’t have to make this crappier than it is.”

“Basically.”

That he admitted it with a pleasant smile made her lips twist into a half-grin.

“I know, Miss, that this isn’t an enjoyable thing to have happen…but if we make the best of it, it will be an easier seven weeks. And then it’s done, and the report I can make to the insurer makes it unlikely they’ll saddle you with this in the future.”

She had never had anyone say the last to her before, and it brought a thoughtful expression to her face. Pocketing the phone, she asked, “What else? I guess you start hanging with me now?”

“Yes.”

Mary interjected, “I have the plane passes here, a driver is waiting downstairs, and your luggage is already in Vancouver. I know this is a pain in the ass, Kristen, but Mister Masters is right. Maybe this will put the concerns the insurance people have entirely to rest, and then you can get by this nonsense permanently.”

Kristen gave into the hope, mostly because she had no choice.
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William followed Kristen Ward from the agent’s office, trailing three steps behind her, trying to place in his mind any film he had seen her in. He could vaguely remember catching something on cable, but he was damned if he could remember the title. Abandoning hope in that regard, he tried to get a read on her. She looked sickly to him, like maybe she needed to catch some sunlight occasionally or eat a little better. She was maybe five-three, thin enough to make him wonder whether she would blow away if the wind caught her at the wrong angle, and had almost black hair that hung down to the middle of her back. Unlike some of the Hollywood people he had seen – never many big stars, at least not up close, but dozens of C- and B-tier wannabes – she wasn’t really well-dressed, apparently preferring tattered jeans and a yellow T-shirt under a ragged black leather jacket. Her Bulldog sneakers, footwear he hadn’t seen in decades, almost made him smile. It had probably cost her a fortune to find new retro sneakers, or maybe they were cast-offs from some second-hand retro emporium; and if that were the case he was more amused still, since it meant the big Hollywood A‑lister in front of him was wearing hand-me-downs. All-in-all, she was dressed like any college kid with a budget regardless of where she had gotten her apparel. Beyond her clothes, it also struck him as slightly unusual that her nails weren’t done up, and she hadn’t washed her hair, which gave her a bit of a street-urchin aspect. Still, pale as she was, she was also pretty enough to pull off the sloppiness. She had a thin face, with a straight nose that was proportioned to her face, though it was maybe a little large to consider perfect. Her eyes, a deep shade of grey, were set a little deeper than quite perfect, too, but something about them was alluring, and he could see how that would translate to the big screen. And, he thought, as they rode down in the elevator, his hand automatically picking the lobby level once they were on it, she had a pair of killer lips, which drew the eyes because she unconsciously chewed on her bottom lip when she was anxious, which she clearly was.

He said nothing to her until they reached the car, with the driver scrambling to get out, where he waved the young man back and opened the door for her. He warned, “Watch your head.”

That earned him a quirky look, like she was perplexed by either the politeness or the idea he might have thought she had never got into a car before. Because she scooted over, he got in the same door, though he was prepared to go around. If he had been keeping score, he would have given her points for the courtesy. He had seen much lesser personalities treat their personal bodyguards with less kindness than dirt on their shoes. He was an adherent to the idea that people were generally well-defined not by how they treated their peers, but by how they treated their functionaries.

The drive was silent, except for a short exchange when the driver gave them their estimated arrival time. Since the silence seemed to be to her liking, William settled back, watching her peripherally while she texted or emailed someone on her iPhone, which made him grin inwardly because she was one of those people who, while writing, stuck the tip of her tongue out and moved it around her lips. But his amusement failed to sustain his focus. He turned his attention away when he became aware that watching Kristen Ward wet her lips, and bite the corner of her lower lip, was far from harmless. It made her otherwise merely pretty face movie-star attractive. If she did that on screen, it was no wonder she was a star. He had been around B-movie actors long enough to realise that actual talent was subtle like that, and signature idiosyncrasies really did separate the B- from the A-talent.

Unconsciously, he had taken a penny from his jacket pocket and was rolling it between his fingers.

Not looking at her actually had the side-effect of sharpening his other senses. Traffic was too loud to hear her, but after a deep breath he became aware of the subtle smell of lavender, a soap or perfume, he guessed. She smelled so pleasant that it again brought a smile to his face, because it seemed a contrast to her careless style. She might give the visual impression she was careless about her appearance, but no one he had known before managed to smell as pleasant and be a slob. It inspired him to think that the downtrodden look was an act itself, or maybe a defence. He had seen serious actors, especially starlets, dress down to deemphasise their sexuality. If that was the case, he already knew part of the challenge of managing her would be dealing with insecurities about her self-perception.

When they arrived at the private airfield, he unnecessarily followed a little closer out of force of habit, and after they checked through – a necessity even in private airports, which manifestly irked them both – they entered the private plane. The plane was for her, so it was empty but for the two of them.

After she picked a seat, William took one far enough away that she could relax as if she was alone. He settled in, knitting his fingers, and quietly reviewed the interior of the jet; a Lear, he knew, but he knew little else about it or any other plane. It struck him the interior was nicer than his apartment. The chairs were certainly more comfortable. He might have stumbled upon a valuation of the cabin but for her interrupting his contemplation.

“Are you gonna sit way back there?” Kristen asked, turning in her seat with a quizzical look.

“I thought you would prefer your privacy, Miss.”

She turned away, and now he watched her again, wondering at the mobility of her face. She was quirky, he decided, but it made her more attractive. He could certainly see why she was a star. That mobility and quirkiness had to translate to something on screen. Now, he mused with a faint grin, if only he could actually remember the name of a movie she was in he might be able to relate to her ego more appropriately. He was convinced it was all about ego, without really believing it. As he mulled that his penny again came out and he turned it side-to-side between his thumb and forefinger, a monotonous churning that let his mind focus.
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Kristen twisted back in her seat, automatically following the seatbelt instructions. She unbuckled only when they were in the air and the light was off. She didn’t like flying, but it was no longer intimidating for her. She had flown so often she was aware how safe it was, and that helped diminish her natural anxiety. Still, she always felt somewhat fretful, and experience had prepared her for that sensation, an uncomfortable sensation she disliked. But it was one she could manage, and she did so now. She dug in her inside jacket pocket to retrieve the envelope she had stuffed there before going to her agent’s office, determined to quash her anxiety entirely before it became sharper. She had long told Mary to never have anyone else on planes with her, because she both hated gophers toadying to her every need, and because having a personal assistant along made her feel self-conscious. She lacked whatever some of her acquaintances had that made it possible to ignore the existence of deferential people, or maybe she had something they lacked. Either way, she was used to serving herself, so she got her own glass of wine from the bar, while she shook a pill from the envelope into her hand. Glancing guiltily at the silent giant at the back, she lied, “It’s Gravol. It helps settle my stomach for flying.”

Sitting with the glass, the pill, and the lie, she popped her anxiety-antidote and swallowed a mouthful of wine to wash it down. It went down better than the lie, but she had learned to live with those, too. In twenty minutes she would be higher than the plane, and that would make the next few hours tolerable, even with the man watching from the back of the cabin. Yet much to her dismay, it took two more tablets before she was starting to feel the warming effects, and only a second glass of wine finally freed her from the running negative commentary in her head. And then, for twenty minutes, she was silently staring at the windows and pinching her top lip between her teeth, feeling a new anxiety, because she was thinking about the silent observer behind her. She could almost feel the bodyguard’s eyes on her, and some silent judgement being passed. ‘Really,’ she was thinking, ‘I’m an adult with an effing babysitter. And he’s a babysitter. And he’s judging me?’ Suffering the impression he was measuring her against some standard of proposed perfection he certainly fell below, she turned her seat so she could stare at him, and said, “Hey,” only to find he actually seemed to be ignoring her.



