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So if the question is asked, What’s it amount to? the answer comes sliding out easily: It’s just a merry-go-round that stops every now and then for some to get off and others to get on, and no matter how much you pay for your ticket, no matter how many brass rings you snatch, it’s only a matter of time before your place is taken by the next customer emerging from some womb to take the ride. So in the final analysis, it’s merely the process of being taken for a ride, and despite all the bright colors and the hurdy-gurdy music, despite the gleeful yells as the amusement machine goes round and round, the windup is a hole in the ground where the night crawlers get awfully hungry when it rains.


—David Goodis, The Wounded and the Slain






THE AMUSEMENT MACHINE


The first time Ira Rubin met Jerrod Williams, both of them were in orange jumpsuits, sitting in the chapel of the D.C. Jail. They were waiting for the nonprofit guy to start the book club thing. Rubin was not much of a reader but he had signed up for the discussion to break up the monotony of his day.


Rubin had seen Williams on the cellblock and in the dining hall, noticed him initially because he was very tall. Williams was one of those guys who got along inside the walls due to his easy manner. At the same time, Williams didn’t seem soft. It was how to do your time in here, if you could manage it.


As for Williams, he had first noticed Rubin because he was white. Weren’t too many white guys incarcerated in the D.C. Jail. Not counting that period when those January Sixers were locked up, and depending on when you looked around, there were times when there weren’t any white guys in here at all. Not that there weren’t whites committing crimes in the District. But unless they were carrying charges of violence attached to a gun, most of them walked until it was their time to go to court. It was an unspoken thing that some judges tended to keep whites out of the Central Detention Facility for their own safety.


So Williams wondered what Rubin had done to draw incarceration time while he was waiting on his trial. Why he had not bailed out and was in here at all. He didn’t look to be a danger to anyone.


While Williams was pondering, Rubin started a conversation. He was seated next to Williams in the circle of chairs the do-gooders had set up, like, campfire-style. They could talk, because the “seminar” had yet to start.


Rubin leaned into Williams, nodded at the paperback in Williams’s hand. “Did you read that?”


Williams nodded. “Sure. I’ve read every one in the series.”


Rubin, who had the same book in his hand, shook his head with disdain. “I couldn’t finish it.”


“Oh, you’re a literary critic now.”


“The book was written on a fourth-grade level.”


“The whole series is. But so what? Reading any kind of book is a positive thing. Not everything got to be Dostoyevsky.”


“The characters don’t talk the way people talk. And most of the books in the series are about serial killers. If there were that many serial killers, we’d all be living behind walls with private security guarding our homes.”


“It’s fiction.” Williams shrugged. “Serial killer novels sell.”


“You telling me you like this?”


“Like got nothing to do with it. It’s a way for me to pass the time.”


“That Black detective?” said Rubin. “He isn’t written like any Black man I’ve ever known.”


“’Cause you’ve known so many.”


“Come on, man. You know what I mean.”


“My name is Jerrod. Not ‘man.’ If you’re gonna address me, do so correctly.”


“Okay,” said Rubin. What he meant was Don’t be so sensitive.


The guy to the right of them, wearing a woven kufi with diamond trim, whose eyes had been closed during their conversation, said, “Y’all mind? I’m praying to my god.”


“As-salaam-alaikum,” said Williams, shifting easily.


The discussion leader, more of a moderator, who was on the young side, arrived. The men treated him respectfully but not with too much deference, as that would give the impression of weakness. They noticed that he had tried to dress up, but that his shoes were scuffed and probably couldn’t get a shine, and that his ill-fitting sport jacket came off the rack from someplace like Kohl’s. In a way this endeared him to them, because it meant that he did not earn much money, but still he had made the effort to dress up in their house as a gesture of respect.


He was introduced by Danielle (they called her Miss Danielle), the jailhouse librarian, who then exited to do some clerical work. That left the inmates, the moderator, and a couple of guards. All men.


During the discussion, the talk turned from plot mechanics to ruminations on the main detective character, and whether he was “real,” which meant was he “Black enough.”


The conversation went something like this:


“He doesn’t seem Black to me.”


“If they made the brother too Black, white folks wouldn’t buy the books. So he got to love everybody, like ‘Ebony and Ivory’ or sumshit.”


“He’s like one of those people who claim they don’t see color. Which means, you know, you must be blind for real.”


“It’s like nobody else notices he’s Black or thinks nothing of it, either. Like, in the world of these books, racism doesn’t exist. He don’t seem to know it, either. Like when that Bush woman, Condoleezza, said that bullshit, that she never experienced racism in her life. He’s like Condoleezza.”


“My man’s got a white girlfriend, too.”


“Yeah, why is that? Why he couldn’t have a Black woman in his bed?”


“For the reason I said. They trying to sell a whole rack of books.”


“His lady should be Black.”


“What, you don’t like white women?”


“I’m attracted to Black women, is all.”


“I am, too. But I make exceptions.”


“So do I. Matter of fact, I’m color-blind when it comes to women.”


“For real?”


“Only color I see is pink.”


The men laughed. The moderator stifled a smile.


“You don’t hear this kind of thing at Politics and Prose,” said Rubin to Williams, speaking of the fancy bookstore in Upper Northwest.


“Sometimes you do,” said Williams. “I been to some book discussions there, got lively.” Williams looked him over. “What are you in for, by the way?”


“Paper hanging,” said Rubin. “You?”


“Gun charge,” said Williams. “But I’m about to be bounced.”


“You got something waiting for you when you get out?”


“What, like a woman?”


“I’m asking, what kind of work do you do?”


Williams’s posture straightened in his chair. “Trying to be an actor.”


“I like old movies,” offered Rubin.


“So?”


“I’m just making conversation, man. I mean Jerrod.”


“Cute,” said Williams.


“My name’s Ira,” said Rubin, and he extended his hand.


Reluctantly, Jerrod Williams shook it.


After Rubin drew probation, he went back to stay with his girlfriend, Maria Lopez. They had reconciled. She had a two-bedroom apartment on Eastern Avenue, inside the District Line, just off Georgia, one of those brick complexes with motion lights hung on the exterior walls. It was Maria’s place, which she had originally shared with a woman named Linda Rodriguez, who understandably didn’t like Rubin, even though he contributed to the rent. Rubin tried to stay out of Linda’s way, but she was never going to be into him, because Linda hadn’t signed up for a second roommate.


Maria was Salvadoran, first-gen American. Rubin used to buy his daily morning coffee at the 7-Eleven on Kansas Avenue and Blair Road, where Maria worked behind the counter, a job that helped with her tuition at the Montgomery College Takoma Park campus. Rubin was attracted to her immediately and talked to her every day, as many men tried to do, and finally he wore her down. On their initial date he took her to dinner at Vicino, an Italian restaurant in downtown Silver Spring, which in its modestly charming way, complete with piped-in opera music, could be, on the right night, a romantic spot. At the time Rubin had been writing checks at two banks, covering them by going back and forth. He was successfully playing the float, and had cash in his pocket. It caught up to him eventually, but at the time of their first date he was good.


Rubin liked Maria’s accent, it did it for him. He liked her work ethic and ambition. And he liked the way she looked, dark hair, big chocolate-brown eyes, a lush mouth, on the short side with real strong thighs and lady curves, kind of built like a running back. Didn’t sound sexy when you said it like that, but boy, it was in the flesh.


Once Rubin got Maria in a dark room, he had her. For it was the one thing he was truly good at. He didn’t just like women in bed, he liked them. When they spoke to him, he listened, he was interested, for real. He wanted to please them, he knew how, and he did. Rubin could go for hours if he wanted to, he could control it and he wasn’t in any hurry to get to that intercourse thing, there was so much more to do first that was pleasurable and fun, for both of them. He did want to get a nut, shit, everyone wanted to finish, but there was no rush. Even the women who became exasperated with him and cut him loose eventually had good memories of Rubin that they carried after he was gone. Yeah, you could call him a loser (legitimately so; he was thirty-two years old, after all, had been in jail, and didn’t seem to be “progressing”), but he did one thing right. For women, Ira Rubin was hard to forget.


Now he was back with Maria (and Linda, who called him “the convict”) in her spot. Maria had gotten Rubin a job on her cousin Julito’s landscaping crew, as he had to have a job as a condition of his probation. Julito was an easygoing guy, he had looked Rubin over and hired him, even though he assumed (correctly) that Rubin would never work as hard as the Latino guys on his crew. To Rubin it was just another job in a succession of them, but for the Latinos it was a vehicle to get somewhere, plus they seemed to take pride in a hard day’s work. They were highly motivated and he was Ira Rubin.


Julito put him on grass-and-leaf-blower duty, the least physical task. Rubin came up behind the sweaty guys who were mowing the lawns (with those wide-ass mowers, they could do a yard in five minutes) and cleaned up the driveways and porches. He wore the blower unit on his back.


Rubin figured he was one of the only, if not the only, Jewish guys on a landscaping crew in the D.C. area. The Spanish guys on the crew (he knew it wasn’t currently correct but Rubin still used the term Spanish in his head) were not unkind to him, and if they were not particularly friendly they looked upon him with amusement and a little bit of curiosity (they knew he’d recently come out of jail so there was some man-respect attached to that). Rubin had enough self-awareness to see these guys with some degree of awe—and also some degree of bewilderment at his own place in life. His people had been here for over a hundred years and he was nowhere. These guys had been in America a few years, spoke little or heavily accented English, and were already buying and building houses for themselves and their families. Sometimes, briefly, he’d think, Maybe there’s something wrong with me.


He only had to look at his own family and relatives to see that. Jewish people in America were generally successful and smart. Sure, it was a stereotype, albeit a positive one, but it was fairly accurate. Some of his relatives were white-collar professionals, some had liquor stores and independent grocery stores (that wisely sold beer and wine), but whatever they wore to work, tie or open-necked shirt, all of them owned real estate and had made money. Not Rubin.


At family get-togethers Ira was tolerated and, one could say, loved, but not really respected. He had grown up in Chevy Chase D.C., his father in real estate, his mother a lawyer representing nonprofits. Now he was living east of Georgia Avenue in a building with crime lights. He brought his Latina girlfriend along to Passover. They liked her, and were not surprised when they met her, because Rubin had a type. At this point, no one expected much of Rubin, they had pretty much accepted his place in life. His brother, David, worked in finance and ran the Wells Fargo office in Baltimore. Rubin blew leaves off driveways and was on probation. His father said, “At least you didn’t draw time.” Hardly an accomplishment.


But Rubin didn’t think too hard on his situation. He was an optimist. It would turn around for him someday. When he wrote bad checks, he thought, I’ll cover them. In the eyes of the law, what he did was a crime, but to him it was one that was victimless. His uncle Irving, Rubin’s role model, told him early on that passing the occasional bad check hurt no one. “Everything’s insured,” said Irving. “So there should be no guilt.” In his own mind, Rubin wasn’t a criminal, because criminals hurt people. He was just trying to get along.


He was out at dinner with Maria one night, they had gone to a film at the AFI Theater in Silver Spring, an old Robert Siodmak picture called Cry of the City (while it wasn’t her thing, she tolerated his interest in repertory film), and now they were eating enchiladas and pupusas at a place on Fenton Street. The Latino waiter had initially spoken to Rubin in Spanish. It wasn’t just that he was with Maria. Rubin was on the dark-skinned side, with dark hair and eyes. Some of the Black kids at Wilson, his public high school, had nicknamed him “Rubin the Cuban.” “I’m a Sephardic Jew,” he’d say to them, but that didn’t disabuse them of overusing the moniker.


“What’d you think of the movie?” said Rubin.


“It was okay,” said Maria without enthusiasm. “Who was that main guy?”


“Victor Mature. Handsome sonofabitch, right? A very natural actor, too.”


“Yeah, I like him. Even the bad guy, I like him, too.”


“Richard Conte. He wasn’t all bad. He couldn’t help himself, like. Product of his environment and all that. Conte was dependable. He was the lead in this picture I really liked, Thieves’ Highway.”


“Is that one black-and-white, too?”


“Why?”


“Maybe we could see a movie in color some time, Ira.”


“Next time, you pick the movie. I promise.”


“Thank you.”


The waiter had cleared their plates. They were finishing a carafe of red.


“I saw this thing on the internet today,” said Rubin. “Like, a casting call.”


“What does that mean?”


“Like when someone casts actors in a part.”


“You gonna be an actor now?” Her tone told him she was doubtful he’d do it, or follow through, like it was another short-lived scheme of his.


“No, not me, not a real actor. This was for extras, what they call background. The people who are standing around or moving in the shot. Like in that movie we saw tonight, all of the street scenes in New York, where you saw people walking on the sidewalk past the main actors, while they were doing their lines?”


“That’s a job?”


“Yeah. I mean, I saw the casting call and I thought it would be a kick. It pays money…Look, this landscaping thing is seasonal, and Julito is about to shut it down for the winter. I’ll still work for him while he’s up.”


“Don’t screw him, Ira.”


“I won’t.” Rubin put his hand over hers. “I appreciate you hooking me up with him. I’m not going to let Julito down, or you.”


“Okay.”


“I’m just going to check this out. I don’t even know if they’ll hire me. I don’t know how it works. But I want to make some money. For us. Maybe we can, you know, get our own place. I don’t think Linda likes me.”


“She doesn’t. But slow down, Ira. I’m okay the way I am.”


“I’ll say.” He smiled. “You’re a beauty.”


“You’re so nice to me.”


“I like you, Maria.” He rolled the “r” when he said her name. It was the best he could do. He wished like hell he knew more Spanish, but like a dumbass he’d taken French in high school instead. And he never did learn a lick of French.


“I like you, too.”


“So,” said Rubin, “could you use my phone to take a photo of me in the apartment when we go back? I need what they call a headshot.”


“Sure.”


“And then we could take some other photos.”


“If you’d like.”


“I mean, we could do a lot of things. We have time.”


“You’re planning a long night.”


“Con tu permiso.”


“That’s very good.”


“There’s an app on my phone, English to Spanish. I cheated.”


“But you took the initiative,” she said. “I’m impressed.”


“I’m trying,” said Rubin. He was trying, for now.


Rubin emailed his headshot (him in front of a white wall in the apartment, taken by Maria) and his basic physical description (5'10", 175 pounds) to the background-casting agency, per the instructions on their website. This was not a place where you went to audition for a speaking part, but rather a kind of clearinghouse for background players. He got a call a few days later telling him that he had been chosen as an extra for a production shooting in Baltimore.


After some give-and-take discussion, Maria agreed to let him borrow her car, a high-mileage Kia sedan. After all, he reasoned, she had only to walk across the enclosed pedestrian bridge over the Metro tracks, from their apartment on Eastern Avenue, to get to her classes at Montgomery College.


“How will I get to my job?” said Maria. She was speaking of the 7-Eleven on Kansas Avenue, which was roughly two miles away.


“I’ll give you Uber money, and then some,” said Rubin.


No one liked to lose the use of their wheels, Rubin knew that. He mentally made a note to make it up to her, to do something extra nice. Date night, to a movie shot in color in this current century? Yes, but something nicer than that, too.


He drove up to Baltimore, to the production offices in a large building in what looked to be a warehouse district on Ponca Street, south of Lombard, off 895. There he got a Covid test from a woman in blue scrubs, then was fitted for three different outfits in the costume area, located in the entire top floor of the offices. The show was set in the early ’70s, he had been told as much. He had no life experience from that era, so he couldn’t know if the clothes he would be wearing accurately represented the clothing from that decade. But the people who were fitting him seemed professional enough, efficient if not particularly interested in him personally.


The environment was controlled; there were people watching, non-uniformed security, to ensure that he didn’t wander off into places where he didn’t belong.


Shortly thereafter, he was notified of his call time and location for the following day. He reported for work in the morning. That’s when he ran into Jerrod Williams.


They were in “holding,” a large space where the background waited for their scenes after they had been costumed. Today the holding area was in the basement of a church in West Baltimore, the location for the day’s exteriors. There were rows of hair and makeup people working on extras, wigging them and fixing their period hair, in front of travel stations, large mirrors framed by globular light bulbs. Rubin had seen Williams seated by himself, came up on him and greeted him jovially. Williams seemed surprised but not overjoyed, or joyed at all.


“My man,” said Rubin.


“Aw, shit.”


“Never thought I’d see you again. And here we are, in Baltimore.”


Rubin had a seat in a folding chair close to Williams.


“Did I ask you to sit?” said Williams.


“You’re not having a conversation with anyone else.”


“That’s by choice.”


“How long you been out?” said Rubin.


“Keep your voice down. Don’t everybody need to know my business.”


“How long?” said Rubin.


“I been out.”


“Talk about it.”


“You read about those police officers in the Seventh District, got in trouble for confiscating guns but not arresting some of the people they took the guns off of? One of those crime-suppression teams they got. Anyway, they were turning the guns in to evidence control but not making arrests.”


“Yeah, I read about it, but so what? They took a gun off of you and arrested you, Jerrod.”


“Wasn’t my gun. But you don’t need to concern yourself with that. I’m saying, because it was one of the same police officers in that unit who locked me up, my lawyer got the court to throw out my charges.”


“Congratulations.”


A silence fell between them. Rubin waited, waited…


“Aren’t you gonna ask about me?”


“Wasn’t going to, no.”


“My court date came up, and what do you know, I drew a judge named Rosenbloom. He took one look at my name and his eyes softened. Judge Rosenbloom wasn’t about to put a man named Ira Rubin into the prison system. Not for a little old nonviolent offense like passing bad paper.”


“On account of you’re Jewish. He said that?”


“Of course not. Anyway, I drew probation. Two years, because it wasn’t my first offense. The condition is, I gotta have a job. I already have a job, but it’s seasonal.”


“What you doing, mowing lawns or sumshit?”


“My work is weather-dependent, yeah. Hence, I’m moving on to this. Thought I’d check it out.”


Williams looked at Rubin out of the corner of his eye.


“Why are you here?” said Rubin.


“Think I told you once before, I’m trying to be an actor.”


“This isn’t acting. I mean, background extras don’t have lines or anything, do they?”


“Working on it,” said Williams.


They watched the other extras in the room. There were many, dressed, made-up, and ready to go. Crew on headsets walking around. It was fascinating to Rubin. All of these people, a part of something, making something together.


A youngish guy came into the room, a light-skinned Black man with dreads, had a clipboard, had all kinds of things clothes-pinned to his jacket and shirt, wore a headset, had a walkie in a holster. To Rubin he looked important.


“That’s a producer?” said Rubin.


“Nah, producers don’t have all that gear on them and they don’t work that hard. This dude is the Second-Second AD. Him and the First AD run the set. See that clipboard? That’s what they call the skins. It’s a list of us extras, identified by numbers…You’re supposed to have a check-in number. You got one, right?”


“Twenty-six.”


“He’s about to break the background. If he calls your number, you’re working the next scene.”


The Second-Second, a Rastafarian who went by “Ras” Mike, called Rubin’s number. Williams got called up, too.


They stood now on a Baltimore street, one of those wide blocks on the eastern edge of Highlandtown, above Canton, east of Patterson Park. The row homes had stoops and some were fronted in Formstone, a typical Baltimore setup. Period cars, what were called picture cars, had replaced the late-model cars that had been parked along the curb. The people who owned the cars were in costumes, too. Some of them were reading or sleeping behind the wheels of the cars. And then there were the actors and extras in their period costumes. Put together, it looked like Baltimore in 1972.


Rubin and Williams were among a group of extras, Black and white, who were playing folks standing in front of a house whose realtor had refused to sell to a Black buyer. They were protesters, aligned together for a cause. Some of them had been given handheld signs reflecting their views.


“That’s what this movie is about?” said Rubin to Williams, after Ras Mike had explained the scene to the group.


“Pretty much,” said Williams. “There’s this white woman, see, she lives in Roland Park, the nice part of town, and she’s had this Black housekeeper for many years, a woman she’s become friendly with. Gives her a nice bonus at Christmastime, asks after her children, like that. The script calls the Black woman a housekeeper, because they’re too correct to call her a maid. Anyway, the maid has a son, she’s worked hard, fingers-to-the-bone shit, to help put him through college and all that, and now he’s a young professional, and he and his wife are trying to buy this house. But the realtor has done some sneaky shit so that he doesn’t have to sell it to him, ’cause he’s trying to sell some other houses on the street, and he, the realtor that is, doesn’t want the values to get driven down on account of a brother moved into the neighborhood.”


“So, the opposite of blockbusting.”


“You know about that?”


“Sure.”


“You’re not as stupid as you look.”


“Thanks. So, let me guess: The white woman likes her Black maid, the white woman’s not racist or anything close to it, but she’s never really thought about the maid’s life, her day-to-day or her inner life. But now she’s getting involved in this anti-segregation thing here and she’s becoming enlightened. Am I right?”


“That’s the white woman’s arc. That’s correct.”


“So the movie is really about her.”


“It’s about her journey.”


“I’ve seen this one before.”


“Me too,” said Williams. “The people at the network are slick. They can do this social-relevant stuff and be on the right side of the angels. They like to keep it Black…but not too Black. And in the end, when the son gets his house, and all these Black and white folks holding hands and singing campfire songs and shit, the white part of the audience gets to feel real good about themselves. Like, all this happened long ago, we did our part to make it right, and there isn’t any racism anymore.”


“That’s true, though, isn’t it?” Rubin looked sincerely into Williams’s eyes. “That means you and I can be friends. Real friends. Because we’re all the same, deep down inside.”


“Fuck you, man,” said Williams.


As the crew set up for the first shot, Ras Mike came up on the group of background and addressed them. He told them that, at the beginning of the scene, they should all chant, “No segregation, no racism!” but as soon as he gave them the cutthroat sign, off camera, the extras should stop actually saying those words and mouth them silently instead. This was so the Sound Department could best record the dialogue from the lead actress, supporting actress, and day players.


“You all should be angry,” said Ras Mike. “But not violently angry. It’s a peaceful protest.”


“So, tamped-down anger,” said Williams to Ras Mike.


“Something like that,” said Ras Mike, tiredly. He was a busy guy who was not looking to further complicate his day.


“Why am I here, Mike?” said Williams. “I’m just trying to figure out my character.”


“Your motivation? It’s one-hundred-and-fifty-eight dollars a day plus a free meal. Anything else, Jerrod?”


“No, I’m good.”


After Ras Mike had walked away, Rubin said, “Why you trying to antagonize that guy?”


“He knows I’m kidding,” said Williams. “We’ve had this kind of conversation before. And you heard him say my name. He remembers me. That’s all I’m trying to do, make my mark. I got ambition.”


Williams might have said, “Unlike you,” but he held his tongue. Rubin was a loser, but there was no reason to be cruel about it. He wasn’t a bad guy.


At lunch, in the basement of a different church, Rubin and Williams ate together at a table among the other extras. Background got their lunch, buffet-style, from a different set of food tables than the crew and talent, and the Teamsters, who ate first, per their contract. But the actual offerings were the same, and the spread was bountiful.


“This is cash good,” said Rubin, using a D.C. expression that Williams hadn’t heard in a while. Rubin’s plate was stacked, along with his salad bowl, two glasses of lemonade, and a dessert.


“The crew eats like kings every day,” said Williams. “And don’t you know, I hear them complain about the food.”


“Same catering service, I guess it all starts to taste the same after a week or so. But it’s six o’clock at night. Why do they call it lunch?”


“It’s always called lunch. Could be two a.m., whenever you have first meal, it’s still called lunch.”


“We working late tonight?”


“We got to finish the scene we started before we lose the light, and then we’re wrapped. We sort of got featured in that protest scene, so they can’t repeat us for anything else.”


“For the whole shoot?”


“No, I’m working again. Courtroom scene coming up, I’m in the gallery. It’s cool if I’m sitting down. But that will probably be it for me. You’ll get asked back, maybe. I stand out too much, on account of my height. They burned me on that scene today. My size works against me.”


“How’d you get up here?” said Rubin.


“Took a train, then an Uber from the station.”


“That’s most of your day’s salary.”


“I’m serious about this.”


“I’ll drive you home tonight. And then, if I’m working tomorrow, too, we can drive up together.”


“Surprised you got wheels.”


“It’s my girlfriend’s car.”


“I don’t know…”


“Relax. It’s not like I’m trying to be your pen pal or sumshit.”


“Don’t say pen pal to a dude who’s been locked up.”


“Point taken,” said Rubin.


“I appreciate the ride.”


Rubin turned in his costume after he was wrapped. He tried to flirt a little with the Spanish girl who was taking his wardrobe and putting it on hangers marked with size notations. Rubin thought of himself as somewhat of an expert on the origins of the Brown women he fancied.


“Dominican, right?” said Rubin to the young woman, whose skin was rather dark. “I been to the DR once. Loved it.”


“Wrong,” said the woman.


“Puerto Rican?” said Rubin, his second guess.


“You’re done for the day,” said the woman. “Bye.”


Rubin gave a backward thumb-jerk to Williams, who was turning in his own costume. It was a signal that he would meet him outside. Then Rubin walked out of the costume department, unfazed by the rejection of the Brown woman. He was just flirting, anyway, it was an ego thing. He knew he had a girl waiting.


Instead of taking the stairwell in the back, which was where the extras were supposed to exit, he went through the open doors that led to the interior of the production offices. He passed by a guy who may or may not have been security, and he said, “I’m about to use the bathroom,” and the guy gave him a Who cares? expression. Rubin kept walking, down an open staircase to the first floor.


He passed by an art department, and a props area, people standing over draft tables and seated before large-screen computers, working, working…It was so foreign to him, how they did the same thing with diligence every day. He was impressed at their commitment and skill levels, but on the other hand he felt like that kind of drudgery would bore him to death, eventually. He liked not knowing what was coming next.


Rubin went by open-door offices, seeing middle-aged people who must be producers or some kind of production executives (they looked as tired as everyone else), and then he slowed down at a large office marked accounting beside its door, where he saw several people at their desks, and one man, a rumpled-hair type wearing glasses, writing checks in a large book of them.


That’s free money right there, thought Rubin. His blood ticked.
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