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      They closed down the Hamlet on Sunset last night. That old plush palace, place where Dean Martin drank himself to death on Tuesdays, where my father and his friends once had lunch every weekend and the maître d’ was quick to kiss my old man’s hand. Like the one they called “the other Hamlet” in Beverly Hills, and “the regular other Hamlet” in Century City… all of these places now long gone. Hollywood is like that. Its forever institutions, so quick to disappear. The Hamburger Hamlet, the one on Sunset, was in a class by itself. Red leather upholstery, dark booths, the carpets patterned with a radical and problematic intaglio. Big windows flung sun in front, but farther in the interior was dim, swampy. Waitresses patrolled the tables, the recessed depths where my father’s clients, men like Stacy Keach and Arthur Hill, sat away from human scrutiny. Most often their hair was mussed and they were weeping. Or they were exultant, flashing lavish smiles and gold watches, their bands’ mesh grain muted by the ruinous lighting, those overhead bulbs that shone down just far enough to make the waitresses’ faces look like they were melting under heat lamps. And yet the things that were consummated there: divorces, deals! I saw George Clooney puking in one of the ficuses back by the men’s room, one time when I was in.

      Unless it was somebody else. The one thing I’ve learned, growing up in Los Angeles: it’s always someone else. Even if it is the person you thought it was the first time. I helped him up. I laid my hand on the back of George Clooney’s collar. He was wearing a blue jacket with a deeper velveteen lapel, like an expensive wedding singer. This, and white bucks.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” He spat. “They make the Manhattans here really strong.”

      “Do they?”

      We were near the kitchen, too, and could smell bacon, frying meat, other delicacies – like Welsh rarebit – I would describe if they still had any meaning, if they existed any longer.

      “I’ll buy you one and you can check it out.”

      I helped him back to his table. I remember his touch was feathery. He clutched my arm like a shy bride. Clooney wasn’t Clooney yet, but I, unfortunately, was myself. ’91? ’92? The evening wound on, and on and on and on: Little Peter’s, the Havoc House. Eventually, Clooney and I ended up back at someone’s place in the Bird Streets, above Doheny.

      “Why are you dressed like that?” I said.

      “Like what?” In my mind, the smile is Clooney’s exactly, but at the time all he’d said was that he was an actor named Sam or Dave or (in fact, I think he actually did say) George, but I’ll never know. “Why am I dressed like what?”

      “Like a fucking prom date from the retro future. Like an Italian singer who stumbled into a golf shop.” I pointed. “What the hell is with those shoes?”

      “Hey,” he said. “Check the stitching. Hand-soled.”

      We were out back of this house, whosever it was, drinking tequila. Cantilevered up above the city, lolling in director’s chairs. Those houses sell for a bajillion dollars nowadays, but then it was just some crappy rental where a friend of a friend was chasing a girl around a roomful of mix-and-match furniture, listening to the Afghan Whigs or the Horny Horns or the Beach Boys – my favorite band of all time, by the way – or else a bunch of people were crowded around a TV watching Beyond the Valley of the Dolls on videocassette. It didn’t matter. Mr. Not-Quite-or-Not-Yet-Clooney and I were outside watching the sun come up, and we were either two guys who would someday be famous or two rudderless fuck-ups in our midtwenties. He was staring out at the holy panorama of Los Angeles at dawn, and I couldn’t get my eyes off his shoes.

      “Why am I dressed like this?” My new friend wrung his hands together limply. I ought to sell that fact to a tabloid, to prove Clooney is gay. “I was at a function,” he said.

      “What kind of function? A convention of Tony Bennett fans? A mob wedding?”

      I don’t remember what he said next. I think he said, I was in Vegas, and I asked him how much he’d lost. I probably gave him a sloppy kiss. I knew it was you, Fredo! There was an empty swimming pool nearby. It must’ve been February. Italian cypresses rose up in inviting cones, the scalloped houses dropped off in stages beneath us, and eventually the whole hill flattened out into that ash-colored plane, that grand and gray infinity that is Los Angeles from up above: God’s palm, checkered with twinkling lights and crossed with hot wind.

      “I can never remember the words to this one…”

      “What?” I said. “It’s mostly moaning.”

      “They’re all mostly moaning.”

      George and I went digging into the old soul music catalog, to prove our masculine bona fides. None of those Motown lite, Big Chill-type classics that turdscaped so many of my father’s late eighties productions. We went for the nonsense numbers, the real obscurities. We sang “Um, Um, Um, Um, Um, Um,” “The Whap Whap Song,” “Oogum Boogum,” “Lobster Betty.” A couple of those might not have been real, but we did ’em anyway.

      “Nice pipes.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I was up for The Doors but I never got a callback.”

      We spent the rest of the night drinking and singing. People blame Los Angeles for so many things, but my own view is tender, forgiving. I love LA with all of my heart. This story I have to tell doesn’t have much to do with me, but it isn’t about some bored actress and her existential crises, a troubled screenwriter who comes to his senses and hightails it back to Illinois. It’s not about the vacuous horror of the California dream. It’s something that could’ve happened anywhere else in the world, but instead settled, inexplicably, here. This city, with its unfortunate rap. It deserves warmer witness than dear old Joan Didion.

      “Don’t do that, man.” My voice echoed. I clapped my friend on the shoulder. “Don’t do the pleading-and-testifying thing. You’ll hurt your knees!”

      “I’m all right.”

      By the time we were done, we were deep into the duos, those freaky-deaky pairs from Texas or Mississippi: Mel & Tim; Maurice & Mac; Eddie & Ernie. Those gap-toothed couples who’d managed to eke out a single regional hit before fading back into their hard-won obscurity. My new friend seemed to know them all, and by the time we were finished I didn’t know which of us was Mel and which Tim, which of us had died in a boardinghouse and which, the lucky one I presume, still gigged around Jacksonville. Him, probably. He was dressed for it.

      “I should get going,” he said, at last.

      “Right.” Not like either of us had anywhere to be at this hour, but he needed to go off and get famous and I needed to find my jacket and a mattress. A man shouldn’t postpone destiny. “Later.”

      We embraced, and I believe he groped my groin. After that I never saw him again, not if he was not, as I am now forced to consider, George Clooney. I just watched him climb the steps out of the swimming pool, into which we’d descended in order to get the correct echo, the right degree of reverb on our voices. This was what it was like inside a vocal booth at Stax, or when the Beach Boys recorded “Good Vibrations” at Gold Star Studios on Santa Monica Boulevard. So we told one another, and perhaps we were right. For a moment I remained in this sunken hole in the ground that was like a grave slathered with toothpaste – it was that perfect bland turquoise color – and sang that song about the dark end of the street, how it’s where we’ll always meet. But I stopped, finally. Who wants to sing alone?

      This is what I remember, when I think of the Hamlet on Sunset. This, and a few dozen afternoons with my dad and half brother, the adolescent crucible in which I felt so uncomfortable, baffled by my paternity and a thousand other things. Clooney’s cuffs; the faint flare of his baby-blue trousers; the mirrored aviator shades, like a cop’s, he slipped on before he left. It was ten thirty in the morning. I held a bottle of blanco by its neck and looked over at the pine needles, the brittle coniferous pieces that had gathered around the drain. Clooney’s bucks had thick rubber soles and made a fricative sound as he crossed the patio, then went through the house and out. I heard the purr of his Honda Civic, its fading drone as he wound down the hill and left me behind with my thoughts.
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      “Nate, man! Nate!”

      I’d fallen asleep. And when I woke up – has this ever happened to you? – it was a different house, a different season, a different day altogether. In fact it was, although it felt much the same. I’d fallen asleep on a chaise lounge, outside another house in the hills. Same neighborhood, even similar patio furniture.

      “Hmmh?”

      Different season, same hangover. But this one, of course, I remember, because it set up the most disastrous night of my young life. This particular morning, which was not the one after I met semi Clooney, was in April 1993.

      “You were out there all night?” Someone was yelling to me from inside.

      I rubbed my eyes, which burned with pollen. “Yeah.”

      My voice was hoarse, my throat was dry. It didn’t seem unusual to me: falling asleep was what you did when you’d been up a certain number of hours and weren’t into cocaine. Still, I’d come out last night and lain down to look at the Italian cypresses and the stars, and suddenly it was morning, and hot, with the sun hanging overhead, the sky almost white. My back was sore, as there were no pillows on the chaise, just wooden slats. I levered up and rubbed my skull.

      “You want breakfast?”

      I couldn’t even tell who was talking. It was either my half brother, Severin, or it was our friend Williams. The three of us were so close, it almost didn’t matter.

      “Yeah,” I yelled. “I’ll be right in.”

      Severin, Williams, and I. We’d known each other all our lives, and until this particular morning we were just young Hollywood princes, wastrels who’d never stood anything to lose. None of us were yet twenty-five.

      “Coming,” I mumbled. But then I stopped and knelt down for a minute by the swimming pool. This one was full. I dipped my hand into the water. Unheated. What I wouldn’t have given for a siphon and a skateboard. From one of the windows upstairs came the sound of people fucking. Whose place was this? Another night in the Hollywood Hills, another evening of people living both way above and beneath their slender yet infinite means: young actors between gigs, bastard children of wealthy executives like myself. I waited for the erotic clamor to pass, listened to the Santa Ana too as it battered the treetops and rattled the foliage all the way down to Sunset. I thought I heard my father, his voice buffeted around in all that crazy wind. Nate! You skinny little shit! Why aren’t you home writing? You wanna make something of yourself, you should be working, working, working! He was always harder on me than he was on Severin, though hard enough on us both. Eventually, after the sex stopped, I got up and went inside. I collided with Williams as I strode through the sliding glass doors into the living room.

      “Hey, bub.” He hugged me. We pawed each other like boxers, forehead to forehead, mauling each other’s ears. “Did you eat? I was calling.”

      “No,” I said. We wouldn’t let each other go. There was a barely suppressed violence to our embrace, as if at any moment one of us would throw the other to the ground. “I didn’t want to interrupt anybody.”

      The room smelled like bad dope, cheap marijuana seeds and stems. There was a white couch, and a pair of high-top sneakers lay shucked off beside it. The place had that characterless mood of a ski condominium, everything pale and impersonal.

      “Who lives here?” I let Williams go. He wasn’t dressed, except for his shorts.

      “Tudor.” The head of his dick protruded, a little, through his fly, but he didn’t seem to know or care. “He’s out of town.”

      I didn’t know who Tudor was. Williams had scumbag friends in those days, twentysomething punks who swaggered around like Robert Altman was their best pal, who hung out at the Viper Room and Dominic’s after hours, sharking the pool table and powdering their noses. Guys like that could get a freewheeler like Will into trouble.

      “Cool.” I forgave Williams everything, because we were like brothers, too – we’d known each other since kindergarten – and because his dad was killed when we were fifteen. What else did he have to hang on to, besides any old bit of driftwood that came his way? “I’m gonna get some chow.”

      How handsome he was: tan and lithe and flawed only by the little scars a lifetime of skateboarding had left him with, a chipped tooth and the crooked stride of someone who’d sprained an ankle often enough to favor the other one permanently. I was pretty good-looking myself, fortunate enough to take after my mother, one of those glossy blonde sylphs, neither actress nor agent, who haunted the corridors of power in the sixties. But almost inevitably when there were women around, they were Will’s. He had a magnetism neither my brother nor I could match. This time, though, it was Severin who’d gotten lucky. I heard feminine footsteps coming down the stairs.

      “Bye.” The girl peeked in. She was like this place: pale, Nordic, pretty. Her face was pure, almost featureless, like sunlight on a white curtain.

      “Later,” Williams said. I waved. I recognized her, too. After she slipped back down the hall Williams chuckled.

      “Dude, that’s your dad’s intern.”

      Sure. Emily White was her name. I heard her calling out to my brother. Severin, have you seen my keys? Our dad used to be business partners with Little Will’s. The two men founded the most powerful agency in Hollywood. They were like mismatched halves of the same being. We grew up under their shadows, the three children of twin fathers.

      “Are you cold?” I said. Because Williams was shivering a little, rubbing his biceps. He was high, but that wasn’t unusual. We were teenagers, basically, who saw nothing wrong with hitting the bong at eight in the morning. His oval eyes shone, those dark apertures that only underscored his supercilious beauty, his sunstruck good looks.

      He shook his head. “I gotta go find my shit.”

      He went upstairs. I watched him amble away and then followed the sound of banging and clattering to the kitchen.

      “Hey, man.” Severin was bustling between the fridge and the stove. “You want eggs?”

      “Yep. Lox ’n’ onions.”

      I looked around. The girl was already gone, having left through the patio door.

      “No lox. Wait!” He opened the fridge. Even then, long before he moved back east and got famous, he had a New Yorker’s haste and energy. “Yes! Lox, from Canter’s.” He sniffed. “I dunno how good it is.”

      Shorter than I was – and barely six months older; he and I had different mothers – he came over and ruffled my hair. I was the accident, the product of an affair, where he was Beau Rosenwald’s legitimate son. That made all the difference.

      “Sit.” His headlock was a lot gentler than Will’s. “I’ll make you something to eat.”

      I flopped at the table and watched him, playing absently with a Zippo lighter while I did. He was our father’s son, though he certainly didn’t look it. He was wiry and small, with pitch-black hair and a boundless intellectual confidence.

      “What’s wrong?” He plunked a plate of eggs down in front of me. “You look sad, Nate.”

      I shrugged. “I’m nostalgic.”

      “Dude.” He laughed, collapsed into the chair opposite mine and began to attack his breakfast with wolfish energy. He ate like our father, at least. “It’s a little soon for that, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe.” The air hung still with the smell of browned butter. Outside the day was clear and palmy. And we had nothing to fill it with except our twenty-three-year-olds’ dreams. “Maybe it is.”

      He shrugged. He always seemed to carry his burdens a little more easily than I did. Even then he wore a certainty neither Little Will nor I could match. Long before he became a famous novelist – if that’s fame, because as our father went on to joke, If you’re so famous, Severin, how come I’ve never heard of you? – even before he won the National Book Critics Circle Award in ’99 and a MacArthur grant after that, he seemed to have it all together. But he wasn’t anything special back then, just another punk with Hollywood in his veins, another struggling screenwriter who worked all day in a video store. In his smoggy horn-rimmed glasses, shorts and horizontally striped T-shirt, one of those thrift shop Hang Ten Muppet numbers, he looked like he’d barely made it out of junior high.

      “Yo.” Williams swaggered in, still shirtless, slapping his chest.

      “Dude, put that thing away.” Sev shoved his plate back, slurped his coffee. “I don’t need to see it any more than I already have.”

      Will shoved his hand into his boxers and adjusted, then laughed. His gaze was a little veiny, now that he’d baked himself properly. He grabbed a carton of milk from the fridge and guzzled.

      “You should talk,” he gasped, finally. “You were the one making all that noise.”

      He mopped his mouth with his forearm, then stepped to the stove and plated up. We had no shame, it seems to me now. Or we were all shame, the way boys are. Humiliation was our currency. Williams sat down next to Severin. He looked at me, chewing, eggs flecking the corners of his mouth.

      “What’s with you?”

      What was with me? I was the dreamy one, where they were the Hollywood heirs. Already I was full of regret. I had my mother’s last name, Myer. I’d been through my entire childhood without knowing my dad at all, but Sev grew up in his house. I found I missed him. God knows why. You really wanna be Beau’s kid, Nate? Severin used to ask me, straight up. D’you really know what he’s like?

      Perhaps I didn’t, but I could imagine. I could imagine him even now, in that gruff, almost Tourettic way of his, throwing his arm around my shoulder, barking in my ear as he did all the time now that I had the mixed fortune of being acknowledged. It’s all shit, it’s all bullshit, this business. Nobody knows anything. This last phrase was William Goldman’s famous folk wisdom about Hollywood. No one knows anything. Only Beau could embody that knowledge and surpass it at the same time.

      “Aw shit, man.” Little Will was laughing now. My two friends, brothers, whatever they were, were having an argument. “Don’t start in on Richard Burton.”

      “Go ahead.” Sev tilted his chin forward, gave Will a haughty, goading look. “Show me what you’ve got.”

      Funny that none of us were actors. Especially Williams, who had not just the looks but the tragic penumbra, the half-doomed quality, of one. Like Burton.

      “Julius Limbani is alive!” He shook his lustrous brown hair back. It fell below his collarbone. I could smell the bong on his breath.

      “Not quite.” Sev snorted. “Lock your teeth, and pretend you’re holding a cat turd on your tongue.”

      They were mimicking, quoting The Wild Geese, a crappy action movie from 1978. It seemed we were always quoting something, memorizing our lines from The Long Goodbye or California Split.

      “Let’s go watch it again,” Sev said. “We’ll swing by the store and grab it.”

      “No, no,” I said. “Let’s watch The Big Sleep.”

      “Again?”

      This was us, before the shit hit the fan. And after all the massive losses and small gains that preceded us, long after our fathers, Beau Rosenwald and Williams Farquarsen III, had built and demolished their partnership. The elder Will was dead, under circumstances that were still a little hard to explain, and Beau had reinvented himself as a producer, again. There was no end to their story yet. Nor to ours.

      “Come on. Nate’ll drive.” Sev yanked me up by the collar. Things were about to get crazy. “He’s clean.”

      “Yeah, I’m clean.” I whiffed Will’s resinous neck. “But we might have to stuff stoner boy here in the trunk.”

      “I can’t find my pants!”

      “Where’d Emily go?”

      “She left.”

      “Nah, she came back in and fell asleep, upstairs. She couldn’t find her keys.”

      Back then it didn’t even matter which of us spoke. We weren’t completing each other’s thoughts so much as having them together.

      “Leave ‘er.” Severin said, in his best hard-boiled voice.

      “Leave ‘er,” Williams repeated, with a shrill, mimicking laugh, the hysterical bray of a psychotic henchman in a movie. Everything is everything. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Everything is everything.

      “Let’s go!” We grabbed pants and socks and tennis shoes, wallets and belts and glasses. Will took his bong off the glass table in that strangely denuded living room. We left something too, because you always do, some residue of ourselves brooding over that girl, Emily White, upstairs in a stranger’s bed. The room held no sense of habitation: there were no photographs or paintings or books. Just the hungover haze of our energetic debauch. Through the windows I could see the blue towers of Century City, Beverly Hills’ putty-colored plazas, those places where men with millions came to waste their money, and where our fathers’ story, too, began.

      “Nate, dude, come on!” Sev’s voice drifted from outside. “Let’s bail!”

      Outside, Williams’s opal-green Fiat exploded to life. Its ailing engine had no muffler, and the stereo played Black Flag, grainy LA hardcore like the puny violence of bees.

      “Come on, man! Vidiots opens at ten!”

      I reeled into the driveway, shoved slack, stoned Will into the passenger seat, then toppled into the back. We were making a getaway, under all those laurels and cypresses, the otherwise-quiet of this house in the hills. I threw the car into gear. And we roared off, laughing, leaving this house with its doors still flung open, wafting its scents of eggs and stale fish and sex, as if from this place – this pale chamber – we had all just been born.
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      “Rosenwald!”

      “Excuse me?” The receptionist blinked up, staring. Staring and staring. “May I help you?”

      In 1962, our father walked into an office on Bedford Drive. He was so young then. He didn’t even know his favorite show business joke yet, the one about the five stages of an actor’s career. He knew nothing.

      “Sir?” The receptionist looked at him, her black hair swept into a truncated beehive, eyelashes too long. She looked like a brunette Tippi Hedren.

      “I’m Beau Rosenwald.” He swung his arms, in a suit that was too warm and too tight. As any suit might’ve been, for a man who weighed 285 pounds. “I’m here to see Sam Smiligan.”

      “He’s not in.” A chilly smile. “Might I know what this is regarding?”

      “Abe sent me.”

      “Abe?”

      “Yes. Abe Waxmorton. From New York.”

      “I see.” Another tight smile, which he was green enough to take for hospitality. “I’ll let Mr. Smiligan know when he returns.”

      He must’ve seemed like such a rube! She would never have behaved this way otherwise. He went over to the far end of the reception area and sat down. These were the West Coast offices of what had been minted in 1897 as the American Amusement Corporation and grown into a vaudeville empire. In the teens, Abe Waxmorton’s father had led the industry-wide fight against a controlling monopoly of theater barons.

      “Talented Artists, how may I direct your call?” The receptionist sat with her Kewpie-blue eyes, her stiff hair and unaltering expression, the muted black-and-white check of her skirt and jacket making her subtle, like op art. In the dark marble tomb of the reception area, she was the only thing that moved on this Monday morning. Her hands flew as she routed calls through an old-fashioned switchboard. “One moment please.”

      Beau could hear the labored weight of his own breathing. He sat on a black leather stool beside a glass coffee table laden with newspapers and pristine ashtrays. To his left a smoke-tinted window disclosed the green and palmy panorama of a street whose stillness unnerved him.

      Until this morning, he’d never been any farther west than Jersey.

      “I beg your pardon?” the receptionist chirped. “We do receive mail for Mr. Peck, yes. One-two-four Bedford Drive.”

      Inside, the building hummed with activity, the murmurous commercial sound of a train station. At long last, Beau stood up.

      “Excuse me.” He approached after a thirty-minute exile. “Has Mr. Smiligan returned?”

      The girl stared at her hands. “No sir.”

      “Do you expect him? A – Mr. Waxmorton was sure he’d see me.”

      He’d removed his jacket. He was five eight, and at the peak of his girth, and his powers, he would tip three hundred pounds. This morning, he was hapless in his heavy gray pants, white sleeves rolled, perspiration stains spreading under his armpits. His hair was mussed and the short brown curls, unruly even at this length, plastered his forehead. That face! The receptionist patched a plug with an agitation close to fury, punching the cord home like a dagger.

      “Hi, Sarah, there’s a Mr. —”

      “Rosenwald.” He cleared his throat.

      “Rosenwald. Waiting here to see Mr. Smiligan. He says Mr. Waxmorton sent him. Yes.”

      She nodded back at the waiting area. “Someone will be out.”

      If she had looked closely, she might have noticed his shoes. They were Church’s brogues – English, expensive – and anyone here who saw them would have recognized Waxmorton’s hand. A man is judged by his persistence, his substance, and his shoes. Waxmorton had offered Beau the same lecture he did everyone who came to work for the company. An agent must possess the first. With any luck, he possesses the second. But the third! This business forgives eccentricity…

      From here he would taper off, as if there were many things “this business” might tolerate, but poor haberdashery was not one. The job was to know where the restaurants were, to understand hotels. It involved an accumulation of secondhand knowledge, circulation of gossip that became, if repeated long enough, true. Jack Lemmon is hot. Fox is going to offer Kim Novak a three-picture deal. Agents were simply almanacs with energy, aggregations of rumor that flew into truth.

      “Would you like to go to the pictures?” Beau’s voice echoed across the lobby.

      “Pardon?”

      He was sunk into the black leather couch, by the table with its issues of Daily Variety and The Hollywood Reporter, fanned out in their respective green and red like decks of cards. A bowl of fruit – oranges, grapes, and bananas – sat in the middle. Like the receptionist, it was really just for show.

      “Would you go to a picture with me?” He leaned forward and snapped off one of the bananas and peeled it. “The movies. I understand they make them out here.”

      He took down half the banana with one bite.

      “You aren’t supposed to eat those.”

      He sat with the fantastic solidity of a toad. You could imagine his stillness lasting for days. He wolfed the second half of the banana and snapped off another, then sauntered back over to the counter where she sat behind a lip of cold marble.

      “Will you go to the pictures with me?”

      “Sir, I – I don’t know you.”

      “Yes, you do. Everybody knows me.” He smiled. “At least, they never forget me.”

      She stared. He had a tuberous face, lips damp and pursed like a trumpeter’s, one eye slightly lower than the other like a disappointed hound’s.

      “I’m sorry,” she stammered, “but I’m engaged.”

      “Your fellow doesn’t buy you a ring?”

      He leaned over her desk. Beyond confidence, he had confidentiality. He said hello like he was telling you a great secret. He glanced out the window and then, very casually, peeled and demolished his second banana.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Trix.”

      “What’s your real name?”

      “Carol.”

      “Carol what?” He set the peel down on the edge of her desk.

      “Metzger.” She blushed.

      “Nice Jewish girl.” He smiled. “How come they call you the other? Is it a stage name?”

      He could never be handsome but look at anything long enough – a street lamp – and it establishes dominion, a quiddity: it becomes itself.

      “It’s just a nickname.”

      “How’d you get it?”

      You didn’t have to be handsome when you were the last man standing.

      “Mr. Rosenwald!”

      He turned. Waxy strands clung to his fingers, his lips. Sam Smiligan stood by the glass doors, dry and immaculate in his navy blue suit. He was small and walnut-colored and, from the looks of it, completely humorless. His fingers folded over to touch his palms in a gesture less hostile, more dapper than a fist. There were intimations of gold, a discreet glow along the cuffs.

      “You’re the one?” Sam removed his glasses. The room rang with his incredulity. “You’re Abe’s boy?”

       

      Beau Rosenwald never graduated from college. His education consisted of one man, one book, one thing. The day he left high school he answered an ad in the Herald Tribune about a mailboy position. Told the agency only hired university graduates, he went and enrolled in Queens College, then came back after three years of academic futility, when at last he paid someone off for the degree and the transcript. Thus, every morning of July 1955 began the same way.

      “I’d like to see Mr. Waxmorton.”

      “Mr. Waxmorton is busy, sir.”

      “Really?” Beau nodded. “I’m here since eight o’clock and I haven’t seen him come in.”

      The Talented Artists Group offices in New York were different from the ones in LA. They were humid and ugly, with low ceilings, corrugated acoustic panels, parquet floors. Ficus plants swooned in the corners. The male agents were shrewd, the girls spoke Beau’s language. Their accents were Jackson Heights, Astoria Boulevard. This receptionist had a nose like a flight of stairs. Beau could imagine her writhing in the back of a Bonneville, just how many times her legs might snap shut before she gave it up.

      “Listen, sweetheart.” He leaned over and murmured. “I’ll keep coming back. You want to look at this face every day?”

      Eventually, he won his audience. Abe Waxmorton was the son of the company’s founder. He’d had his start, long ago, in vaudeville. He’d fought the company back from bankruptcy twice, most recently in 1934 when the studios had put the squeeze on talent in an effort to recoup the higher costs of producing talkies during the Depression. That year, in which the combined force of Roosevelt’s National Industrial Recovery Act and the talent’s decision to unionize had almost decimated the business, Waxmorton sent his lieutenant Sam Smiligan to open an office on the West Coast. He was old enough to remember when apartment buildings hung signs that read NO BLACKS, NO ACTORS, NO DOGS, old enough never to drink tomato juice, so-called “clients’ blood,” in public. To Beau, he seemed monumental.

      “You have any experience?”

      “No sir. I see a lot of movies.”

      “A lot?” Waxmorton tutted. “You should see them all.”

      He was fifty-five, old as the century, with the battered face – squashed nose and cut expression – of a pugilist. His silver hair was shot through with black strands, and he cupped a mandarin orange between his palms. He didn’t peel it, merely rotated it between his fingertips as he leaned back in his chair.

      “Education?”

      “Queens College.” Beau had the purchased diploma in his pocket.

      “What else? What makes you special, besides your good looks?”

      Outside, on Fifty-Third Street, a light snow fell. Waxmorton set the orange down and inhaled his citrus-kissed nails. Through his window the sky was a lithographic, late-afternoon gray.

      “What does your father do?”

      “He makes shoes.”

      “Shoes!” Waxmorton shook his head. “Ask him to make you a better pair.”

      What was it? Was it the hardness, the hatred in Beau’s eyes when he spoke of his father? Herman Rosenwald was a world-class son of a bitch, to hear Beau tell it: an angry widower with a heart as tight as a clamshell. But maybe Abe Waxmorton just liked my father’s energy. Maybe he just needed a buffoon.

      “Come tomorrow. You’ll start in the mailroom, like everybody else.”

      “I’ll start today.”

      “Not in those clothes.”

      Not in those clothes. Abe taught him to think like an agent, act like one, dress, like an undertaker or a G-man, too, in dark, solid colors. Abe’s office walls showed photographs with Greta Garbo, James Cagney, Olivia de Havilland; in the corner was a bat – the bat – Ted Williams had used to bring his batting average to .406 on the last day of the 1941 season. Beau worked in the mailroom, then was promoted to handle the great man’s desk. Then, for slightly longer than was good for him, he became something else. Abe’s driver, or his attaché. Technically, the job didn’t have a name. He was Waxmorton’s shadow, his advisor: he did everything short of wipe the man’s ass. Walked his dogs, measured his golf handicap, squired his wife, sitting in Flora Waxmorton’s kitchen in North Fork, where she made him inedible tuna sandwiches. For three years he did this. This was the education he’d had, and it was enough. One day he came in and his own office, the little nook adjacent to his master’s, stood empty.

      “Go.”

      “What?” Beau turned. Waxmorton hunched in the doorway, staring with eyes gone bulbous, accusatory.

      “You need to go to Los Angeles.”

      “Los Angeles?” Beau was close enough now to be peevish. “What the hell for?”

      Beyond tan carpets and walnut trim, the only things left in the room were books. Shelves of them, belonging to Waxmorton. Beau’s boss was an enthusiastic autodidact, and many of these leathery volumes were written by people the agent actually knew. Eugene O’Neill, Tennessee Williams.

      “There’s nothing in Los Angeles. You said so yourself, it’s all desert and horse piss and guys with sixth-grade educations.”

      Waxmorton turned his palms up. “You want to keep shuttling me out to North Fork every day?”

      “You’re firing me?”

      “Your clients will fire you. Your friends will stab you in the back. The sooner you get used to that the better.”

      Beau was twenty-eight, an indifferent student all his life; he’d needed to repeat second grade. Waxmorton was all the finishing school he’d had.

      “Will you back me?”

      “Am I your mother?”

      He’d waited for this moment all his life, and still it had the force of a betrayal. Beau’s boss appeared to understand this as he shuffled over to one of the shelves and took down a leather-bound volume.

      “What’s this?” Beau turned it in his hands. Coriolanus.

      “It’s a play.”

      “I know that. Is it for a client?”

      Waxmorton shook his head. Those half-moon eyes peering over the tops of his glasses.

      “You read much history, Beau?”

      “Not much,” Beau smiled. “No.”

      “The story of one bloodbath can prepare you for the next.”

      Often enough, Beau had sat in this office and stared at the spines of Waxmorton’s books. The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Who read such a thing? Edward Gibbon’s name merged in his mind with an adjective he didn’t know the meaning of either, gibbous. A pet word. Good morning, Darlene. He’d sway over the receptionist’s desk. You’re looking gibbous today. Odd that Severin and I turned out the way we did; Beau’s own verbal gifts were strictly for patter.

      “Control the talent.” Waxmorton shuffled forward to shake his hand. “You want to know how to get ahead? Control the talent, you’ll bring the studio to its knees.”

       

      Beau had read the play twice on the plane. Now it rattled around his otherwise empty briefcase as he chugged down the hall after Sam.

      “Will I, uh – will I have an office?”

      “Unless you’d prefer a stall.”

      In the air, on a red-eye flight, he’d scoured the bloody story of a Roman general for clues. But the play had provided no answer to what he should do now. He followed Sam Smiligan past a long row of secretaries. Pretty girls from Chatsworth and Loma Linda and Beverly Hills. Occasional among them was a man, whose white shirt and whipped expression signified a trainee.

      “Here,” Sam snapped.

      They’d stopped before a corner room, as dark and shabby as a janitor’s closet. Its blinds were drawn and its desk was dusty and there was nothing else inside it but an enormous circular Rolodex and a phone.

      “You were expecting grander accommodation?” Sam lifted one eyebrow, his tone an ocean of sarcasm.

      Behind them the air filled with the brittle chatter of typewriter keys and the cascading half harmony of female voices. Edwegabenmartadigian’s office?

      “Do I get a girl?”

      “Do you need one?”

      Sam Smiligan had unfurled his fingers but once, briefly, to shake hands. There was something about him that resembled a gingerbread cookie: an easel-like splaying of his legs, a neatness that suggested he might never eat, or shave, or defecate. He had the precision of a minor general.

      “Why don’t you concentrate on making the phone ring first,” Sam said. “Then we’ll get you someone to answer it.”

      Beau stared at the Rolodex. There were at least a thousand cards inside it, and every last one of them was blank.

      “At least you know how to drive, Mr. Rosenwald.” Another punctilious smile. “That’s one thing you won’t have to figure out.”

      The two men glared. It took my father ten minutes to make his first enemy. Here too, he was ahead of the curve. Then Beau bent down and picked up his briefcase. He disappeared into the empty room, the leather-bound volume banging audibly as he walked.
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      His first client was an actor. Even before he met Will’s dad, the man who would teach him so much about the game – how to negotiate, how to woo, how to close – it turned out Beau had a knack for it, for the long-form seduction it often took to represent someone. The trick was to find men as desperate as you were and when, like Beau, you’d been desperate since infancy, they were easy enough to recognize. He scoured episodic television, watched Wagon Train and Perry Mason, watched Alfred Hitchcock Presents and later Burke’s Law and I Spy. He hung around outside the open calls, sweet-talked his way onto the Universal lot and into the various production offices.

      “Hey, Bryce!”

      “Huh?” A skinny and kinetic man, lithe as an eel, was leaving one of these when Beau cornered him. He was handsome, but not distractingly so. “Who’re you?”

      “Beau Rosenwald. Talented Artists Group. I’ve seen everything you’ve done and I love your work.”

      “Everything?” The man’s eyes were a little too close together. His teeth were faintly rodentine, and his face telegraphed an anxious skepticism, like he was scanning the horizon against an imminent calamity. Still, handsome. Authentic. “You must have good vision, because I’m never up there for very long.”

      “That’s your agent’s fault.” They stood on the steps of the Wagon Train office, in the patch of shadow thrown by one of the hangar-like soundstages.

      “I don’t have an agent.” Bryce pushed his hand through coarse blond hair. “Mine just fired me, said I’m too difficult to cast.”

      Beau smiled. “You know the five stages of an actor’s career? It starts out with Who’s Bryce Beller? Then, Get me Bryce Beller. Eventually, Get me a young Bryce Beller. And then, Get me a Beller type. Then —”

      “Who’s Bryce Beller?” The actor snickered. “I like that joke.”

      Beau had done his work. Bryce was twenty-two when my father first saw him onstage doing Sweet Bird of Youth in New York. Now Bryce shook his head, astonished to discover a short, fat fan in the industry.

      “That Hitchcock you did where you scared the old lady with the squirrel? Fantastic!”

      Bryce cracked a smile that lit up half his face. “You really have seen it all, haven’t you?”

      This was how it started. The effort to move Beller out of bit parts and into features. The campaign to make him first a working actor, later a star. There was something unnerving about Bryce – he projected instability, discomfort on-screen – but the same could be said of Warren Oates and Harry Dean Stanton. Half the men Beau knew looked like future stars, or small-town mechanics. He signed Tim Zinnemann, a director; he signed Strother Martin, and then another actor named Walter Tepper. Beau built himself into the rank and file, expending nothing but time and nonsense and shoe leather. Around him were the foot soldiers of the motion picture department at Talented Artists. Ned Bondie, Peter Katzman. A man named Teddy Sanders, wise as an owl behind rimless glasses. New York had a lawyer named Williams Farquarsen III, a Princeton-educated sharpie everyone was afraid of for some reason. But all of them had style, each man had a rap. Told Red Buttons was too short, Fast Marty Bauman sold him by seating the actor on a stack of phone books while they had lunch with a director. When a client died in the middle of negotiations, Teddy Sanders had the skills to convince the studio to pay for his funeral – and offer the widow an annuity.

      I remember those offices just as they were a few years later, a warren of rooms all beige and clubby, tucked discreetly away from the street. Desk lamps glowing, cigarettes smoldering, posters signed by Billy Wilder, by Rex Harrison. Beau Rosenwald spent hour after hour at his desk, with his leg elevated like a patient in traction and the phone crooked to his ear.

      “Listen you little shit, just make the offer. My client is there for forty-eight hours. After that, get someone else to wear the fucking horse costume and shovel up Connery’s leftovers!”

      Even at his most profane, it was impossible not to love him. He ripped up an executive’s Rolodex card and sent it to him in the mail. The man sent back flowers and an apology. Beau had one skill: negotiation. The way he fell still and listened, also, his face gone grave as a statue’s as he sat there on the phone.

      “Beau?” His secretary, now that he had one, peered in. “Lew Wasserman on line one?”

      Smoke from a Pall Mall clustered, cirrus-like, around his head. He shifted the receiver and gave the barest of smiles.

      “Better act fast, Sy. Beller’s got another picture he’d like to do.”
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      “Look at that chick!”

      How thrilling it must’ve been for him! The fat kid from Queens, loosed into a world like this one. Can you blame me for wanting to crowd in before my time, for wanting to jam into a booth at Dominic’s, at the Factory or the Haunted House, next to Beau and Bryce and Nicholson and Bob Skoblow, the man who’d booked the Beatles onto Ed Sullivan? It was Skoblow who nudged Beau now, pointing across.

      “Where? Skobs, I don’t see any – ooh.” He spotted her. “Nice.”

      The girl had blonde hair peeking out from under a fur-trimmed Santa hat, a zebra-striped mini, and a top so tiny you could make out her nipples, stiff in the room’s Arctic, air-conditioned freeze.

      “I can see her cooze,” Nicholson leered. “When she walks by, drop your cigarettes.”

      It was Christmas, 1965. There was fake snow all across the floor, gold and silver tinsel trimming the bar.

      “Get her over here.”

      “You do it, Skobs.” Beau said. “Tell her you know Paul McCartney.”

      They were all equals, then. Nicholson was doing Corman movies, and some thought Bryce had the greater chance of becoming a star. Beau sat between these two, in the middle of the booth. With his arms splayed out atop the banquette, he looked like a king. He’d learned how to dress and was carrying an umbrella. It was a conversation starter, nothing else. In the two and a half years since he’d moved here, he could count the days of rain.

      Bryce snapped his fingers. “I’ll go.”

      “You?” Nicholson snickered. “Brycie, the last woman you pulled was your mom, and she’s still not over it.”

      Bryce sat on the booth’s edge. He had a long, almost equine face, that caged intensity that still made him hard to cast. But he was coming along. He’d done a few Corman movies now too, was making that step between B movies and the mainstream. The two actors were on parallel tracks: for a moment it was possible even to confuse them.

      “Just watch me, Jack.”

      He crossed the room on spindly legs, moving with a restless syncopation. He talked to the girl for a moment, then came back.

      “She’s coming over.” A smile cracked his knifelike profile. He was dressed tonight like a ranch hand, in a denim jacket. “She wants to talk to the fat man.”

      Beau sat with his umbrella atop the table, clutching it against his belly like a bar on a roller coaster.

      “We’re doing Pontevecchio,” Bryce added.

      “Again?” Beau’s face assumed a grave, faintly injured expression. The most European he could manage. “We’ve worked this one too many times.”

      Skoblow went to the bar, where he stopped and talked to a cherubic kid with a pageboy, a buckskin fringe. His own hair was dark and kinked out into short but unruly curls. His face was wry, sly, Jewish. He nodded vigorously, scratched below his black turtleneck. The girl approached and Bryce took her fingers by their tips.

      “Allow me to present my friend…” Bryce spoke and Beau feigned total opacity, cocking his head like a bewildered dog. “Carlo Pontevecchio.”

      “Pontevecchio?”

      “Yes,” Bryce said. “The filmmaker.”

      Beau took her fingers and pressed them between his thumb and palm, briefly.

      “I…” the girl hesitated. “I’m afraid I don’t…”

      “You’ve never heard of Carlo Pontevecchio? You don’t know his work?”

      She shook her head as Bryce mimed amazement. Nicholson had joined Skoblow at the bar. It was more fun to watch this trick from a distance.

      “So are you, uh, making movies in America now?” The girl cleared her throat. “Will you shoot films in English?”

      She wasn’t as pretty up close. They never were, quite. She had one of those farm-girl complexions, a milky iridescence in the siren-red light of the bar. A band was setting up in the room’s far corner.

      “Where you from, honey?” Bryce cut in, while Beau held that expression of soulful idiocy. He hadn’t yet breathed a syllable. “Ohio?”

      “I’m from Bloomington, Indiana.”

      “I knew it! I’m from Illinois.” Bryce leaned in confidentially. “Mr. Pontevecchio doesn’t know Idaho from Iowa. But he’s a very important filmmaker, and I’m going to be in his next picture.”

      “Really? I knew it, too! I saw you guys sitting over here and I knew one of you was somebody!”

      Her flaws might’ve been invisible anywhere else. Her eyebrows were slightly crooked, forehead a little too long. Everything else was right: the cheekbones, the smile.

      Bryce slid a hand around her shoulders. “Are you an actress? You look like an actress.”

      Her head bobbed up and down. “How did you know?”

      “Strasberg thinks this man is one of the most talented filmmakers in the world. He said to me, Bryce, the two directors you most want to work with in your lifetime are Kazan and Carlo Pontevecchio.”

      “Why haven’t I heard of him?”

      Across the room, the band plugged in, eliciting little burps of feedback as live cords met amps. The buckskin kid Skobs had talked to at the bar was now up there among them, dragging his cord free of his feet and coiling it behind him like a lariat.

      “I don’t know. His last movie, Olio e aglio, won the, uh, Golden Gondola at Venice last year. I’m honored just to sit at his side.”

      “Wow.”

      The girl was hooked, with Beau having said nary a word. He leaned into her now, placing his manicured hand on her leg.

      “Signora,” he screwed his lips into a would-be Italianate scowl, which came out closer to Hitchcock’s pout. “My Angliss is not so good —”

      The accent was disastrous, but who noticed? Not when there was such genuine need beneath it.

      “I wonder if you might dance with me?”

      “Dance?” She stared as if wondering whether Beau would be physically capable of such a thing. “I, uh, sure.”

      A pasty-looking kid stepped onto the stage in the corner. He brushed long hair from his face and spoke into the mic.

      “Ladies and gentlemen – the Byrds!”

      The band began and Beau launched into a series of preposterous arabesques with the umbrella, spinning around the room with the girl, dragging her along with his free hand.

      “What were you doing?” At last they’d stopped, panting, on the edge of the floor, after two minutes of circus ballet that made even the band laugh. The guitarist snapped a string. “What was that?”

      Beau gasped. “I’m a talent agent, honey.”

      “Huh?”

      Onstage, Gene Clark fiddled with his Gretsch, grimacing merrily at the distraction that had just taken place. Beau led the girl around the bar, away from the rattle and the twang and the feedback, where she might more easily hear him.

      “I’m not a director.” He spoke with his regular accent now too, the bluff touch of Queens that had mostly been sanded off, rounding itself toward something else: the Universal Judaica of Hollywood. “I’m a talent agent.”

      “God.” She looked off toward the stage, away from him. They were over behind the pay phones. “God.”

      “No, wait.” He put his hand on her wrist. “I’m really sorry.”

      “Don’t touch me.”

      “Wait.”

      He kept his hand where it was. There was ash on his cuff, a few sickly black crumbs – somehow – of her mascara. His fingernails were trimmed; he wore a Patek Philippe watch. Among his friends, he was suddenly the most elegant. His Devon cream shirt had subtle pink stripes.

      “What do you want for Christmas?”

      “What?” The girl stared. Her face sharpened into perfect prettiness: there is nothing like scorn to render feminine beauty. “Now you’re fucking Santa Claus?”

      “I could be.”

      She swept off her fur-trimmed hat. Strands of hair clung to skin that was flushed, damp. The exertion had enlivened her, overturned a certain doll-like quality. She was Cynthia, from Indiana. Her pulse fluttered as Beau gripped her wrist.

      “Don’t pull that Lana Turner at Schwab’s shit,” she said.

      “I’m not. I’m just asking, what do you want?” He nodded. “It’s a simple question.”

      He held the umbrella now slack, point upward. He stood like an exhausted commuter.

      “I want not to be serving drinks to jerks at Ciro’s.” She yanked off her hat and tossed it toward the bar. “That’s one thing.”

      “Of course. What else?”

      “To go home and see my parents.”

      “Really? You wouldn’t rather show them how beautiful it is out here?”

      “You say it’s beautiful. I think it’s lonely.”

      “I think it’s lonely too.”

      She sneered. You should, fat man.

      “I do. Even I miss my parents, this time of year, and my dad used to beat me.” He spoke plainly. There was nothing demonstrative in this admission, no bid for pity. “I’d like to go home.”

      “So why don’t you?”

      He jammed his hands now in his pockets. The way he looked at her, you’d think he’d never seen a girl this pretty. Even if he did every day, his amazement was genuine.

      “This place compels me.”

      The floor was sticky beneath that fake snow, scattered around their feet like powdered slush; the bar’s tinsel waved gaily in the air-conditioned breeze. The band’s guitars sparkled and chimed as they launched into Bob Dylan’s “Spanish Harlem Incident.”

      “I can’t make myself better looking.” Beau nodded. “I can’t make you a star. All I can do is buy you breakfast.”

      She watched him. Nodding herself now, slowly. It wasn’t even voluntary! “OK.”

      They went out through the bar. She towered over him by a good four inches. Nicholson snickered as they passed, and Beau whirled. He pressed the point of his umbrella to his friend’s throat.

      “Fuck off, Jack.” He winked. “This one’s nice.”

       

      They careened along the strip in his battered white ’63 Jaguar. Beau drove like a man who’d just been introduced to the wheel. Not Greenblatt’s tonight. Canter’s. Egg salad and the 2:00 AM confession. There too he kept the focus off himself, even as his fingers dented the thick-cut yellow challah and he talked with his mouth full.

      “Eat,” he said.

      She watched him like someone coming down to earth, wondering what everyone in the room had to be asking. What was she doing there, and with him? The radio piped jazz from another decade. Tony Bennett was like a sudden restoration of sanity.

      “Everybody’s hungry,” Beau said. “Everybody wants something.”

      “How did you… get to be this way?”

      “Which way?” He burped, gently. “What are you talking about?”

      She nodded up and down, but it wasn’t just his body. Even the way he parked his car was spasmodic, strange, violent, and elegant. Jerking it into a space where it wouldn’t quite fit and then banging his palms on the wheel. Hah!

      “My mom,” he said finally. “It’s all her fault.”

      “Really?”

      As if this wasn’t, too, something he’d spent his entire life thinking about. As if this question wasn’t the whole of his being!

      “Sure.” Still chewing, he smiled. “Ask a Jewish man, we’ll always blame our mothers. Cause if we don’t we’ll catch hell for criticizing our fathers.”

      They sat in the orange booth, the candid light of the delicatessen, the pebbled floor like an obscure beach, tan and coarse. The waitresses wobbled on orthopedic shoes; the ceiling tiles’ stained-glass patterns shone in the surface of their coffees.

      “You know, you’re not that ugly.” She tilted her head. “You don’t have to be.”

      “From your lips to God’s ears.”

      “No.” She took a cigarette from his red pack, with its white crest and Latin motto. “I mean it.” Her hands flew, but his were quicker as he lifted his lighter across the table to spark it. “You’re almost appealing.”

      “Thank you.” He watched her. “Marry me.”

      “What?”

      “You heard.”

      He couldn’t possibly be serious. But he was. She burst out laughing.

      “Not if you were the last person on earth.” She hissed smoke. “Sorry.”

      “Oh.” Having heard this all his life, he could scarcely even suffer hurt feelings. “Thought I’d ask.”

      “Keep trying.”

      “I will. Why don’t you sleep with me?”

      She laughed again. “Keep trying, elsewhere.”

      They faced each other. A bit of egg salad clung to his mouth. There was something unsavory about him, yet also something relentlessly honest. His shirttails had come untucked. He slouched against the Naugahyde.

      “Why don’t you?”

      “Listen, I’m wise to that, your little questioning thing, so stop it.”

      “All right.” He dug out his money clip. He peeled off a twenty and laid it on the table. “Sorry if I offended you.”

      “OK.”

      “But I’m going to ask you one more time.”

      “I just said no.”

      “I know. I don’t expect you to change your mind.”

      “Then how come?”

      He turned his palms up, slowly. And just watched. At 3:00 AM, this place was crowded with lupine hipsters, kids with pudding-bowl haircuts and the self-absorbed faces of martyrs. Their pants were tapered and their shirts brightly checked. Any one of them would have stood a better chance with this girl. But when Beau finally stood, she did too.

      “Why?” In her own amazement, she asked aloud. “Why am I doing this?”

      He could’ve told her. When you’d been denied so many times, refused those things you wanted, you took everything else. The world gave itself to you like an apology.

      She followed him out to the parking lot, bowing her head as he held the car door open for her, her gold hair flashing under a street lamp, her body shivering with cold, with submission.
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      Beau was standing on the corner outside the TAG offices in New York, scanning the horizon for a cab.

      “I beg your pardon.” A man sidled up to him, all silken Southern accent. “Would you have a light?”

      My father tapped his pockets. He’d just left a meeting with Stanley Donen. And recognized the man, a well-dressed, wiry, ginger-haired figure he’d spotted in these very offices behind them. He drew out a lighter and the man cupped his palm, drew Beau’s hand toward his mouth to light the cigarette.

      “Thank you.” His speech was delicate; his manner, beautiful. He didn’t look like any of the other agents. He wore a pocket square and John Lobb shoes. His hair was the color of copper filament, worn long in the early spring of 1966.

      “I know you,” he said, finally letting go of my father’s hand. “I’ve seen you upstairs.”

      “I’m Beau Rosenwald.”

      The man nodded. Another long moment, in which Beau felt sized up, examined: he felt recognized, in some way. By this dapper, aristocratic figure whose stare was piercing and green.

      “I’m Williams Farquarsen,” he said, finally. Even his pauses felt strategic, like he was teasing out of you an authentic need to know. “I work with the old man.”

      Smoke drifted from the Lucky Strike that rested, unworried, between his lips. His voice made you feel like you were swaddled in velvet pillows. They stood with their backs to the building, sheltering against a rain that was still more threatening than real, a vague and scattered mist. And with this simple introduction, its gentle nudge of apostasy (“old man” Waxmorton; the phrase as Williams spoke it balanced between respect and subtle contempt), something ignited in Beau. They stood for a moment in silence.

      “I’ve heard of you,” Beau said.

      “Only good?” The way Williams smiled, the uptick at the end of the sentence, though it wasn’t really a question, said everything. What Beau had heard was that he was a killer, the converted attorney who was Waxmorton’s new right hand.

      “They say you’re the best.”

      This was true. He was rumored to be a hardballer, but people loved him. Skoblow in LA, Teddy Sanders, the colleagues who’d already done deals or shared clients with him. Williams grinned. And the skies opened up, leaving Beau to charge for a cab, ducking against thickening rain. He’d come to New York for one meeting, and now there’d been two. He was about to have a third: fate forked and forked again. Williams called something after him, but Beau didn’t hear. He was racing for his cab when a tall, angular woman cut right in front of him.

      “Lady, that’s mine.”

      It was. His hand was on top of the roof and he was folding his big body into the backseat when she dove past him. He lurched down and slid in after her.

      “No, it isn’t.”

      The cabbie pulled away onto Fifty-Seventh Street, indifferent. She’d come from inside the same building, but unlike Williams Farquarsen III, wasn’t familiar. She gave an address far uptown – 151st Street and Riverside – just as Beau told the cabbie he needed to go to the West Village.

      “What? No.” The cab lumbered up Fifty-Seventh and then shot around Columbus Circle, north, following a feminine imperative. “I have to get downtown!”

      “For what?” The woman spoke. She was cricket-like, thin enough for there to be space between her body and my father’s even as he took up the bulk of the cab.

      “Lunch.”

      “Ah.” She smiled. Her eyes were wide-set, her face weird: almost reptilian in its triangularity, yet still beautiful. Her skin was the whitest he’d ever seen. “Surely you can do without that for once.”

      He sputtered. There in his dove-gray overcoat, with rude flecks of rain staining its brushed surface. There was a wheezing complaint of fabric, springs, and limbs as he shifted his weight to be comfortable.

      “My client,” he said. “I represent an actor who’s doing a play. But I need to tell him I just got him a picture with Natalie Wood.”

      She smiled again. He’d never seen anything like it, the chill that came off this woman. Her body had an aspect of brutal erasure, like something sculpted of wire.

      “Good for you.”

      The cab jounced along Broadway. Outside the air was gray, a cocktail of cloud cover, rain, and steam.

      “It’s good for him. He’s doing Rhinoceros right now, but this could make him a star.” He leaned back, took a good look at her, the fractured Z of her limbs, lap, and torso. “You work for the agency?”

      She tutted. It sounded more like yes than no.

      “Then you should know why this is good. Are you Abe’s girl?”

      “His ‘girl’?” She spoke disdainfully. He’d meant assistant, or mistress, though the latter seemed improbable. “I’m an agent.”

      “Motion picture? Theatrical?”

      “Literary. I represent writers.”

      “Ah.” This did explain a lot, why he didn’t recognize her, hadn’t seen her around the offices. Hers was a different species. Her hair was red, cut sharply across her jaw. Compared with California women, her calm asperity came as a relief: it made her real. “Is that where we’re going?” He nodded uptown. “To meet one of your clients up there on the moon?”

      “You’re not coming with me.”

      “Why not? I’m a good agent.”

      Up front, the cabbie hunched like a jockey, flannel taut across his shoulders. Beau sat like a despot, both hands resting on his umbrella’s sceptrous handle.

      “I represent Stanley Donen, perhaps you’ve heard of him. I represent Bryce Beller, who’s going to be the next man to kiss Natalie Wood on-screen. For that alone, he should up my commission.”

      “You really are… quite something,” she snorted. “It’s just like people say.”

      “So you know who I am.”

      “Everyone at the agency knows who you are. Your reputation precedes you.”

      Outside the city’s signage thickened – CHOCK FULL O’ NUTS; MAN TO MAN SMOKE A ROI-TAN! – then dissolved as the cab banked over to Riverside. The rain was already passing, the sun streaming weakly now through feeble greenery.

      “So you’ll have dinner with me, after we have lunch.”

      “Never. I’m never going to have dinner with you.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      God, Beau. The man to whom no was never anything but the predecessor to yes, to a pure and unqualified surrender. But even he could feel this woman’s resistance was different, that it stemmed from a private, perhaps even an existential, well of refusal.

      “Tell me your name.”

      “It’s Rachel.” She stared straight ahead. He could feel that steel in her, a raw negation that was the exact opposite of his level, pestering joy. “Rachel Roth.”

      “You’re Jewish.”

      “Yes, why?”

      “You don’t look Jewish.” It was true, she had that lunar, goyische coldness that he could never seem to get away from.

      “I am.”

      “Great.” He dug into his pocket for a handkerchief, which he produced and used, rather mysteriously, to wipe his mouth. “It’s what I prefer.”

      She gasped. “You’re terrible.”

      She didn’t mean this teasingly. She seemed to say it as if she recognized something in him that was truly awful, the real monstrosity which she, somehow, could match.

      “OK,” he said. “What about that?”

      “Nothing about that.” Her eyes were gray, like a whitecapped sea. “I don’t want to speak to you.”

      “You got into my cab.” He looked at her, wry, amused. She fixed her level gaze on the horizon, clutching the plastic loop above the door while he was impervious to the vehicle’s lurching. “Where are we going?”

      “Nowhere. You said you were going downtown, so I gave an address uptown. To get away from you.”

      He burst out laughing. She was so like him, in a way, this Rachel Roth: she shared his obduracy. They flashed through Harlem in a jaundice-colored fog. He watched the brown faces of the houses, their powerful solidity; watched the pink and gray street life that swirled in front of them, a weird mixture of porkpie hats – the older men – and loose-limbed cats with processes, girls in short skirts.

      “I’m going back to LA tomorrow. But I’ll be here again in a few weeks, and after that.”

      She said nothing.

      “I will keep coming back.”

      She shifted on the seat next to him. A delicate movement, vague as a pulse. She didn’t say a word.

      “I’ll take that as a yes to dinner.”

      Wind fluttered through her window, cracked open at the top. Beau’d never really been tested, but was about to be. By this woman whose strength and oddity, and whose palpable loneliness, seemed to offer a rare invitation. He watched her, watched and watched. But Rachel gave him nothing, just gazed into the distance of the afternoon.
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      Rachel Roth grew up in Brooklyn. She was from Gravesend. Beau never would meet her parents, and she scarcely spoke of them. Her dad sold sewing machines, or else was a bookie. He might have made a killing betting against the pre-diaspora Dodgers, for all he knew. But he’d never met a more austere, or less dependent, woman. She was pensive, wistful – such things as my father would’ve had to look up in the dictionary, had he owned one, to define. She lived alone, worked alone. At home she had no telephone, no name on the mailbox outside her fourth-floor walk-up.

      “How do you get along without a phone?” Beau asked her. “Don’t you get lonely?”

      “I’m lonelier at work.”

      “How can that be?” He shook his head, and she turned to lock the door, revolving her key twice. “And how come you won’t let me come up?”

      She smiled. Half smiled. “A girl has to have her secrets.”

      A humid night in June. Bugs battered Beau’s hands as he stood beneath a street lamp on Waverly Place, where he’d been waiting fifteen minutes for her to come down. Unsure if her buzzer worked, he’d remained there haplessly pitching pebbles at her window. This was the fifth time he’d seen her, and she seemed to evaporate when they were apart: to disappear from the world at large and return just so, to establish her sudden reality.

      “How d’you get your Chinese food?” he muttered. “How do you survive?”

      But he liked her. He liked not understanding her, the way – in her business, too – she receded from him into the purest privacy. She worked without an assistant, running the literary department from her perch at the end of a long hallway. Sometimes he called the office and her phone just rang and rang. Maybe her business in New York was conducted in strict silence, a matter of nods and whispers.

      “I feel like I’m drowning,” she said, but brightly. He couldn’t tell what she was referring to. With him? Her work? He liked this too.

      “Come on.”

      “Don’t you ever feel that way?”

      He shook his head. But of course he did, and could imagine, too, the surface of the world closing over her head, small bubbles drifting up and then – nothing.

      “Let’s get something to eat,” he said. And led her away from where she lived, that delicious tesseract where the street intersects itself, Waverly folding into an impossible knot.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      It was all there, right from the start. Later, he’d remember things she said: how exhausting her work was, how her clients were like babies. Don’t you like babies? he’d asked. No, she’d said. I’m not interested in children. But just then he took it all as part of her elegant resistance. After five dates, she still hadn’t slept with him.

      He led her to Carmine Street, a tiny place like a ship’s galley with four tables, red-checkered cloths. It was tucked back, with no sign. You’d have to know it existed.

      “Are you trying to impress me?”

      “I never try to impress women. It’s sort of a lost cause.” He leaned forward, blew on his spoon. “The food’s good.”

      He ate like an Italian, long before Hollywood embraced the fashion. Clams, scungilli, brodo di pesce. Jewish, yes. Observant? Not in a million years. Rachel stared, watching him with an appalled fascination.

      “D’you think we met for a reason?”

      Empty clam shells clattered into a wooden bowl in front of him. Beau snorted. “Not so long as you’re not sleeping with me.”

      “Would it make a difference if I did?” Her eyes filled suddenly with tears. “You’re like a stray dog! You just keep coming back!”

      “Persistence.” He smiled. “I learned that from Abe.”

      “I believe things happen for a reason. There are no mistakes.”

      “You mean like God?”

      She shook her head. His mouth, his bristly beard glistened with broth. She wore an odd smile, like her despair might blossom into hilarity. Behind them, a wizened woman slaved over a cast-iron stove in the corner, ignoring them for her smoking pan of quartered tomatoes.

      “Aren’t there prettier women in Los Angeles?”

      “It isn’t about pretty.”

      “Then what is it?”

      There was something broken in her, he knew that. He knew that even at the beginning. There was the desperation of someone – the beautiful could have this as easily as the deformed – who’d been shunned or misunderstood.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I just like you.”

      She smiled. Perhaps, being striking, she was unused to being “liked.” Perhaps she just bowed before the fat man’s relentless energy at last, appreciating the humility of the sentiment.

      “I like you too,” she said.

      The room was empty, except for the wizened woman in the corner, who gave no sign of having heard. But Beau felt like he was onstage, the moment weirdly public. He put down his fork, and his crust of bread.

      “I don’t want to take advantage of you.”

      It could’ve been the most sincere thing he’d ever said. But she pealed with laughter.

      “What’s funny?”

      “Isn’t that what you do for a living? Take advantage?”

      “I don’t know.” Beau blushed. Taking her banter seriously, as he mirrored her own thoughtfulness. He pawed the table, staring back with a guarded and bearish vulnerability. “What kind of advantage could I possibly have?”

       

      Rachel and Beau went back to his hotel. I’ve tried to imagine what this was like for her, too, submitting to Beau’s blustery assault. Even if she loved him, and I believe she had begun to, it must’ve been difficult. Repulsion’s not so easily overcome.

      In those days, Beau stayed in a shabby place on Sixth Avenue. His room had a rickety window staring onto an air shaft, yellow pillows malodorous with sweat. He liked this place for its noise, the kitchen echoes and elevator hums that traveled up the air shaft all night. They mitigated his loneliness. It was like sleeping with one’s ear to a conch shell.

      She began to undress the moment they entered.

      The room was dark. By the scant light of the moon and the borrowed lumina of Manhattan, Beau watched her take off her clothes. She folded them carefully, graceful as a heron while she set them on the bed. He sat on the couch and lifted his short legs to remove his shoes. He and she were the same height, although he was twice as wide and three times as thick. His breasts were fuller, more generous than hers. His watch clanked like a shackle as he removed it and set it on the wooden table, next to his money clip and billfold. The cramped room held just this couch and the low table and a bed, which pulled out of the wall. In the corner a television set poked its broken antennae skyward. They looked mangled in the semidark, the splayed V that signals cuckoldry in other cultures.

      “Don’t hurt me.” She flinched the moment he touched her.

      “What makes you think I would?”

      He lay a gentle hand across her flank.

      Up the air shaft came the hydraulic whine of the elevator, the Cuban-accented patter of the busboys. He turned her, slowly, in that space between the couch and the window. She lay her palms against the sill.

      “Do you have a rubber?”

      “I can’t get you pregnant,” he said. Using a line he thought was true, since the doctor had told him so a few months earlier, when he went to get checked out for the possibility of the clap. “I have a varicocele.”

      Her back was angled up, her ass plummeting sheerly down and her cheek pressed hard against the glass. It took him a moment to find the angle, to let the head of his prick find its way inside.

      She moved little, pressing back rhythmically to meet him. A squeaking sound, like bedsprings, came from her. He wasn’t immediately sure it was human, that she in fact was making this noise. Pain or pleasure, it sounded far away.

      “Hah!”

      Beau’s knees buckled; he plummeted into that loneliness that, given his nature, may have been greater for him than it was even for other men. Her body slackened, swooning against the glass as he fell away behind her. His arms slipped off her hips and dropped to his sides. He fought the impulse to say sorry.

      “Umm…”

      In the darkness, she trembled. Perhaps she was weeping again. The event seemed unrepeatable. He was sure she’d never sleep with him twice.

      “Are you all right?”

      No answer. He reached to the coffee table and fumbled for his cigarettes. She stayed where she was, in the staggered, vertical posture of a drunk hugging a street lamp. Moonlight slicked her knuckles, her cheek, the small curve of her right breast. The wales of her ribs, dented like an accordion’s. Finally she turned, and, without a word, began gathering up her clothes from the bed.
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