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Chapter

One



AS I PASS A ROAD SIGN informing me that I have just entered Los Angeles County, and see just over the horizon what could be best described as a mushroom cloud of rust, I thought about the many times I almost made a U-ey on the highway and headed back home.

The reports that Los Angeles had become the latest manifestation of hell on earth started coming over the radio about half past Montana. Before last Friday, Rodney King was just another name on the radio news, interspersed with conflagrations in the Mideast, unidentified males found in abandoned South Bronx buildings, octogenarians robbed and raped, and the latest Wall Street gazillionaire opening some haute-nouveau-postmodern-foo-foo-eatery for people desperate to be obscenely seen.

But when the video of Rodney King getting his shins bashed in by teams of cops on a suburban street illuminated by million-candlepower searchlights shining down from police and media helicopters is played over and over and over, more times than the Zapruder film, it brings to mind one burning question to all thinking New Yorkers such as myself: How the hell could those cops be so stupid?

That street scene was lit brighter than a night game at Yankee Stadium, and they continued to whale on his ass with multitudes watching? If they were really that pissed at him for punching a cop in the nuts, or biting his ear off, well, come on! Don’t do it in the middle of a Los Angeles street that looks to be wider than most New York highways. Show a little discretion! I mean, you’re in Hollywood for chrissakes! Don’t you know just about every household in America has a home-video camera with a zoom lens?

Don’t get me wrong. Rodney King didn’t deserve to be beaten like that. But I mean an unarmed guy, drunk off his ass, trying to take on a dozen cops? To a New Yorker, that’s a normal Saturday night in the Blarney Stone.

I’m no expert on the textbook regulations of how to apprehend a 275-pound drunk-driving lunatic, but I would guess maybe five cops tackling a guy and a few kicks in the balls would give you enough time to slap on a pair of cuffs, throw him in a black-and-white, and maybe add a few rabbit punches on the way downtown if you absolutely must. But sheesh!

So when they declared those cops not guilty last Friday, L.A. became a burning, rioting, raging Armageddon with palm trees. To think I packed my 1980 Chrysler Town & Country station wagon with simulated wood siding and drove three thousand miles for this.

I was always the smart one.

The first night of the riots, I stopped in Vegas—the only schmuck in the casino hunched over the bar watching the riots unfold on a small black-and-white TV. The bartender, a short black man named Hercules, was probably pushing seventy, but he looked like he could tap-dance on the face of every guy in the place. He told me he grew up in South Central L.A., right near Florence and Normandie, where the riots started, and he never thought he’d be more ashamed to say he grew up in L.A. after they let those Rodney King–beating cops go—that was until he saw those animals smash Reginald Denny in the face with a brick. “Ain’t no good ever come from evil,” he would recite whenever there seemed to be a lull in the action on the tube.

As I cruise west on the I-10, entering L.A. AM news-radio range in my K-car wagon, (nicknamed Woody, for the peeling wood-grain Con-Tact paper adorning its side), the news says it appears the riots are finally over in most parts of the city. Although there don’t seem to be too many acts of random violence, there is still sporadic looting, having spread as far north as Hollywood, with reports of fires and stores being emptied on Vermont Avenue. Bingo! Guess what exit I have to take to get to my new apartment? Then it hits me: Once I go north on Vermont for about five miles, just past the heart of Hollywood, I have to make a right turn on Rodney Drive, my new street.

The sky is a weird shade of mud brown. The air is thick with soot and smoke, and there are ashes descending on my car like snow. This part of Vermont Avenue looks to be very Asian. In fact, I can tell by the lettering on what’s left of the burnt-out storefronts that it’s the Korean part of town. Pieces of people’s lives are wisping through the air in the form of ashes and embers. Furniture, candy wrappers, sneakers, ladies’ housecoats, fruit boxes, all up in smoke only to land in the gutter and eventually be swept away, probably by these same shopkeepers, and placed in a trash can for a city sanitation worker to dispose of properly. Law and order will return. But for now I drive up Vermont past the charred shells of mini-malls. Koreans are starting to walk the streets and begin the cleaning up in this part of town.

As I drive a mile or so north, I begin to see the sporadic looting. In a large shopping center on Vermont Avenue, in broad daylight, people are driving into the lot, parking neatly between the lines of painted parking spots, and walking through the broken plate-glass windows of a supermarket, a shoe store, and a tropical fish store. Some people have baby strollers. With babies in them! It’s like they’re out doing their weekly shopping. There are even a couple of cops directing traffic at the intersection, in full view of this brazen criminal activity, and not doing a thing. These looters don’t fall into stereotypical racial patterns, either. In fact, I’d say it’s a pretty good chunk of ethnic urban America partaking in this disgusting display of thievery. Blacks, whites, Latinos, Middle Eastern–looking folks. The only ethnic group missing, as far as I can tell, is Asian. But wait! There’s a group of Asian teenagers coming out of the tropical fish store toting plastic bags of live fish.

America’s melting pot has become Dante’s Inferno. I wish I had a video camera for this. And maybe a gun.

Fortunately, the nonchalant L.A. looters haven’t made it to Rodney Drive. The stores are all closed, and many of them have plywood boards over the windows or crews installing riot gates. Just a few hundred feet down the palm-tree-lined block is my new home. Hollywood View Court is a modest apartment complex that looks better to me than most places we went on vacation to when I was a kid, like the sagging fire-trap bungalows we used to rent in Rockaway, Queens. I’d classify Hollywood View Court as a typical L.A. apartment building: U-shaped, two-story, with exterior entrances surrounding a common courtyard. Only instead of a weeping willow tree, such as we used to play Chutes and Ladders under in Rockaway, this common area has a large swimming pool surrounded by nice patio furniture and umbrellas.

But now the pool water is a smoky gray, the beach chairs and patio are covered with a layer of soot and ash, and the whole neighborhood smells like the inside of a wood-burning pizza oven.

[image: space]

I found this place in a day, just over a month ago. I was out here doing a video shoot for my old boss, Karen Marshall, who’s now in L.A., having landed a gig as a big kahuna at a major TV network. She promised me if I moved out, she could land me a job. Well, since my flight out from JFK was delayed for three hours due to several deicings, and upon my arrival at LAX it was 78 degrees, I gave it careful consideration. At that time, my writer/ producer job at the local TV station in New York was already on thin ice, and I didn’t know I was getting ready to fall through into icy-cold, dark waters. The program I worked on wasn’t the kind of programming the new owner of the station liked. We were already hearing rumors that syndicated trash TV such as Busted on Tape, In Your Face Hidden Video, and Date Bait were going to replace the weekly show I worked on. That show, Inside the Apple, featured reports on the arts, entertainment, and New York neighborhood stories. Out with the old and in with the dreck. My old boss was the first lucky rat to jump ship. But considering I mouthed off in an obscenity-laced tirade at her replacement barely two hours into her tour of duty, calling into question her professionalism, ethics, and choice of perfume, my fate was pretty much sealed. I was the first unlucky person to be let go. And the second person ever escorted out of the building by security. I heard the first guy ever escorted out stabbed somebody.

Karen Marshall more than likely used her patented strategy of sweet talk and passive-aggressive sociopathic bullying to land one of the most revered jobs in Hollywood: TV development. Okay, so it was in the newly coined area of reality programming, but nonetheless, it was a real accomplishment for a college dropout from Utica to be in such an influential position. Now, I know the only way to get anywhere in this town is to have somebody already on the inside, so I figured what the hell. I’m single, have almost ten years of experience in TV, have decent personal hygiene habits, and got removed from my New York TV job at the insistence of an armed security guard—Hollywood seemed like a valid choice. Maybe my only choice.

After an L.A. power lunch with Karen last month, she pretty much assured me she could get me work, and I was sold. She also suggested I head east on Hollywood Boulevard to check out an area for apartments, which she described as the closest thing to New York: an area called Los Feliz. I was amazed at the number of available nice places with swimming pools and palm trees. And, compared to New York, cheap. I found a two-bedroom in three hours for about a third of what a similar-sized apartment would rent for in Manhattan. And the topper is, you get a freaking parking space! Free. The name of the place, painted in script with white lettering on a dark brown piece of wood, was what really sold me: HOLLYWOOD VIEW COURT. I was immediately intrigued, because the prewar building where I grew up in the Bronx had a faded concrete inscription above the entrance: BAILEY VIEW COURT. As a child in that apartment, I would look out my bedroom window and see the world go by as the sun set in the West each evening. Little did I know that one day I’d follow those sunsets, only to discover that the orange glow of the western sky wasn’t the sun setting but a city engulfed in flames.

 

Rodney Drive is eerily quiet. I have to drive through an alley to get to my assigned parking space behind my newly adopted apartment building. Just as I’m ready to make a left turn into the driveway, a van speeding straight toward me in the narrow alley makes a tire-squealing turn directly in front of me, missing me by a foot or so. It careens up the short slope of the driveway, bottoming out in the process, and whips into a parking space in the nearly empty lot. It’s a filthy black cargo van with no hubcaps and a huge dent on the front fender, and it’s rumbling like it hasn’t had a tune-up since it rolled off the assembly line in Flint in the late seventies. It’s sitting there with the motor running. I slowly pull into the lot only to realize that he’s in space number thirteen, and my preassigned space is number fourteen. I creep into my spot, trying to keep my distance but staying within the painted white line. Just as I kill my engine, the cargo door on the van swings open, just missing my door. From the darkness of the cargo area, I hear an agitated male voice.

“The whole fucking lot is empty, and he’s got to park on top of me. Jesus Christ. Dammit!”

Discovering that my neighbor is a raging maniac wasn’t exactly the way I hoped to begin my new life in Los Angeles. I can hear more ranting from inside the van, but I can’t make out what he’s saying. A large box slides into view of the van cargo doorway.

“How the hell am I supposed to get this out? I can’t fucking believe this!” a disjointed voice whines from behind the box.

I open my door, careful not to hit his van, and get ready to stand my ground.

“Excuse me,” I say in a tone usually reserved for phrases such as fuck off. “Is there some kind of problem here?” Knowing full well what the problem is, and that other problems are more than likely to follow.

“How the fuck am I supposed to get this out of here? Huh? Jesus!” the voice says, still in the darkness of the van behind the Zenith TV box. Finally, popping up behind the box, he appears. I can barely make out his severe face, tense with strain. He has absolutely no color, except maybe gray, with thinning, disheveled salt-and-pepper hair, a few strands across his forehead. His eyes are so deep-set I can see barely anything but two dark holes where his eyes should be. Stooped over as he is, he reminds me of some kind of evil troll who has just been disturbed after a two-year nap under a bridge.

“Well, maybe if you’d ask me nicely, I could move my car and help with your box,” I say without a hint of friendliness.

“Just move your car. I don’t need any help.”

“That’s nice? Nope. Not nice. Not nice at all, asshole,” I say, slamming my car door shut, which I don’t like to do, since every time it’s slammed, the simulated wood siding peels off a little bit more. Asshole isn’t a word I use lightly. I use it only when I’m absolutely positive that the person being addressed as an asshole is one whose ass I can kick. I’m no Hulk, but at five foot nine and 150 pounds, often growing up in the streets, I’ve learned to swing a tire iron like nobody’s business. By the looks of this guy, unless he’s hiding a revolver, I’ve got nothing to be worried about. I’ve turned and begun to walk away when he jumps out of the van.

“Look. Could you do me a favor and move your car? Please?” he asks, his demeanor switching from ranting shithead to pleading child.

The overcast day adds to his pallor. He stands there, looking down at the ground. He’s wearing a black windbreaker that drapes over his sharp, pointy shoulders. He looks to be in his fifties, but if he told me he was seventy, I would believe him. I can’t tell if he hasn’t shaved or if his face is dirty with ash and soot.

“Will do, pal. All you have to do is ask. Nicely.” I say the word pal as though I’m saying asshole.

As soon as I pull out of the space, my nutty neighbor is grappling with the large, cumbersome box. I walk over to the rear of his van, and after witnessing him awkwardly struggle with his cargo, I figure I’ll try dropping my harsh attitude to offer help. “Need a hand?”

“No!” he shoots back in a tone that screams to me, And don’t ask me again.

So much for that. As he’s struggling with the box, finally getting it out of the van and onto the ground, I can see that his right hand is missing two fingers, the pinky and the ring finger. Maybe asking if he needed a hand wasn’t exactly the right way to kiss and make up.

He grips the box, holding it so high he can barely see over it, and swiftly heads for the gate that leads to the apartments. I catch up to him to open the gate, but he doesn’t even look at me. He just grunts in my direction, which I believe is the best he can do for a thank-you. When I took the apartment last month, there was an old lady living with her mother in the apartment right next to mine. Lo and behold, he’s now fumbling for keys at his front door, standing on a stoop littered with pre-riot trash, balancing the box on his knee, then entering his apartment, which is right next to the old ladies’ place. Just two doors over from me.

I walk back to my car, park it in my assigned spot, and remove a small bag with my personal items. I figure I should check in with Harriet, the building manager. I ring her doorbell, and after a little bit too long of a wait, I see a lacy white curtain being moved ever so slightly and a single eyeball peering at me. The curtain is dropped, and I hear light footsteps. Then a mousy voice says, barely above a whisper, “Who’s there?”

“It’s Johnny Koester. The new tenant in apartment 1A. I just got here.”

No response.

So I add, “From New York. We met last month. You rented me the apartment.”

I hear some furniture moving, a large clanging sound as though a small pot fell into a large pot, something large being dragged, several locks being undone, and the door opens about two inches, with the chain still engaged. Now I can see a nose, an eye, and half a mouth.

“Can I see some identification, please?”

“Uh, sure,” I say as I reach into my small black bag for my wallet. The door closes an inch. “Here. It’s my driver’s license. From New York,” I reassure her as I hand her the license.

“I’m terrible with faces. This doesn’t look like you,” the half a mouth asks with one eyebrow raised.

“Uh, how’s this?” I say, contorting my face to match the awful photo.

“Okay, I’m opening the door,” she says as she closes it and undoes the chain. The door quickly swings open, and she shoos me inside.

Harriet is a stoutish middle-aged woman. Her dainty apartment is filled with frilly doily easy-chair armrest protectors and hand-crocheted pink-and-white tissue-box covers. You might expect she’d be more comfortable somewhere like Williamsburg, Virginia, or on the outskirts of Amish country in Pennsylvania, not a few blocks from the bull’s-eye of hedonism in Hollywood, U.S.A.

“You picked a peach of a time to move to Los Angeles,” she says.

“I noticed. It’s pretty quiet now, though,” I say, noticing the potpourri of items she has piled in front of the door: a large stuffed chair, a small but solid-looking wooden table, a galvanized steel washtub filled with books, and a shovel.

“Almost everyone headed for the hills. I would have left town, but my friend in Lake Arrowhead is attending a wedding in Las Vegas.”

“I was just in Vegas. Why didn’t you meet her there?”

She lowers her head and looks up at me as she pulls her glasses low on her nose, saying, “I hate Las Vegas.”

“Oh. Well, I’m going to be moving some things into the apartment now. The rest of my stuff will arrive in a week or so. I was just wondering if I needed to sign anything else or…anything,” I say, stumbling on my words as I notice a large butcher knife on a table behind her.

“Oh, no. I’m just glad that there’s a strong young man nearby. I’ll feel much safer, being single and all.”

“What about the guy a couple of apartments over from mine?” I say, figuring maybe I can get a little bit of background on the jerk.

“You’ve met Benny?” Harriet asks nervously, as though I’ve discovered an awful secret. “When did you meet him?”

“He and I had a little orientation in the parking lot a few minutes ago.”

“Oh, no,” Harriet says, placing her hand over her lips. “Was he coming or going?”

“He was coming. Right at me, in fact. He nearly plowed into me in the alley. Then we got into it when—”

“Well, I’m sure you won’t have any problems with him. He’s hardly ever around.”

“And when he is?”

“And when he is, what?” Harriet asks, tugging on her left earlobe.

“And when he’s around, what’s he like? Do I need to watch out for this guy? I mean, the last thing I need is some psycho—”

“Oh no, no, no. Benny’s fine. He’s just, just, a little…he keeps to himself. That’s all. I’ve really got to get back to some things. Bye,” she says, waving me toward the door.

“Ah, yeah. Thanks.”

The door slams shut behind me, and I can hear the furniture being put back into a secured position in front of the door.

 

My living room looks like a seventies basement rec room. Last month, after I paid my security deposit, I went to a thrift shop and bought three round-back plastic chairs: one lime green, one black, and one red; a dark brown simulated-wood dining room table with imitation mother-of-pearl borders; and a tattered padded chair with leopard-skin-patterned fabric, which will all do fine until my stuff arrives on the moving van. I have a small cassette player/radio I can use for my sounds, and it will do me good not to watch TV for a week or so. Turning on the radio, I scan the dial and find a classical station. I sit my tired butt down in my leopard-skin chair, close my eyes, and after days of driving solo, bad truck stop food, and smelly public toilets, I can finally relax in my own place. The riots and looting seem a million miles away, and a symphony has begun to soothe my monkey mind, when I hear a loud knock at the door.

That must be Harriet. Maybe she wants to be friends and is bringing a tray of home-baked cookies.

I open the door, and there he is. Right on my doorstep. My fucked-up neighbor. He’s not smiling. In fact, he looks like trouble. I’ve seen too many faces like that while spending many days of my adolescence in dark corners of parks, hanging under railroad bridges in the rain, and in apartment building cellars. Now that I can get a good look at him, standing next to the harsh light of an exterior lightbulb by my front door, I can make out what this Benny guy actually is: a junkie. He’s standing sheepishly in front of me, holding a much smaller box than he was holding before, but this one is labeled as a Panasonic TV.

“Uh, hi. How ya doin’?” he mumbles.

“What can I do for you?” I ask, trying to sound as pissed off as possible.

“Yeah, listen, want to buy a portable TV? Brand-new. Never been used. Still in the box.”

“Actually, no! The last thing I would do is buy a fucking hot TV that some asshole has—”

Before I can complete my sentence, he spins around and feverishly heads straight for the parking-lot gate. He kicks it open and disappears. I hear his car door open and slam shut, the engine start, and tires squeal as he exits onto the street.

I’ve been in my new abode all of fifteen minutes, only to realize I’ve got a crazy junkie next-door neighbor who thinks I’m some hick, stupid enough to buy something he just robbed out of a burnt-out storefront. What an asshole!

Hopefully he got the message and he’ll never knock on my door again.








Chapter

Two



IT’S BEEN OVER A WEEK and my moving van still hasn’t arrived. Karen keeps promising she’ll have a job for me, but the only possibility so far is on something called Shocking Hollywood Secrets, which has me wondering if I should start reloading the Woody. Although the cable-TV hookup is ready, I still don’t have a TV, since I didn’t want to buy a hot one from my junkie neighbor. So I’ll spend my Friday evening relaxing, rereading Kerouac’s On the Road to compare notes on our journeys across America while listening to John Coltrane’s Giant Steps on my cassette player with headphones.

On page twelve, Sal (Kerouac) takes the subway to the last stop at 242nd Street to begin his legendary trek across America. Kerouac’s first step is whence I just came: my old Bronx neighborhood, 242nd Street and Broadway. I’ve settled in with a small Flintstones jelly jar bought at the Goodwill, filled with Jack Daniels, when, just above the wailing sax on my headphones, I hear a commotion outside. I take off the headphones and hear a woman screaming in a thick accent, “No, no, no! Get away from me, you peeeeeg! You goddamn fucking peeeg!”

Never being one to hide under the pillow when there’s trouble on the home front, I stick my head out my front door to see, across the pool on the second floor, a very sluttily attired but still strikingly attractive woman with huge breasts barely contained in her skintight red polyester tube top, screaming at a heavyset white guy with a shaved head, dressed in black leather. She’s forcefully pushing him out her door. Once he’s out, he turns and takes off his dark sunglasses—which is a good idea, since it’s midnight—and yells back at her, “You fucking whore. You ain’t nothing but a no-good whore.” As he turns to walk down the stairs, a jar just misses his skull and splatters on the wall above his head, spraying him with what looks to be…bright red borscht!

“Sorry I missed you, you peeg!”

The accent, the borscht…she’s got to be Russian. And probably as dangerous as Stalin in a bad mood. But my oh my, is she something to behold! Dark red hair that is so straight, it looks like she recently finished ironing it. Rich, red, pouty lips stretched by a clenched jaw. And deep-set eyes with so much black eye makeup it’s hard to see her raging eyes at all in the 40-watt patio light. She’s wearing black spike heels with fishnet stockings that go from here to Hollywood and Vine.

If I had to lay odds, I’d say she’s a very expensive hooker. Not the street variety, but judging by her clientele, the price is up for debate. Mr. Borscht-head slams the front gate shut, wiping the cabbage from his chrome dome as he exits. Once she sees he’s gone, she goes inside, comes back out with a roll of paper towels, and begins to clean up the mess. She finishes her job and disappears into her apartment. But a moment later, I hear some soothing classical music, probably Debussy or Brahms, and I’m sure it’s coming from her place. Oh well, as Bill Shakespeare said, “Music soothes the savage breast,” right? Well, that’s a savage breast I’d like to soothe myself.

I turn to step back into my place and am startled to notice one of my elderly next-door neighbors standing behind her screen door in a darkened living room, staring blankly at me, barely visible through the screen.

“You can set your clock to that,” she says softly.

“How’s that?” I say with a hand on my front door.

“She moved in about three months ago. Every weekend it’s the same. It’s impossible to get any sleep. They’ll let anyone move in here these days.”

Not taking that comment as an insult just yet, I say, “Has anyone tried to do anything about it?”

“That’s Harriet the building manager’s job,” she says icily.

“Well, sometimes you have to take matters into your own hands. Good night,” I say, stepping into my apartment.

So much for having a building full of friendly neighbors. Having lived in huge apartment buildings my entire life, I can say that I usually had to deal with assholes only on my own floor. If you live on the first floor and something happens on the sixth floor, you sometimes never even become aware of it. I remember one time an entire apartment was wiped out because of a fire on the top floor, and I didn’t hear about it for a week. In this place, you can pretty much tell what everyone’s having for breakfast, the way sounds and smells bounce through the courtyard. Now that I think of it, I’m glad my looter neighbor keeps a virtual barricade of dirty, shut windows in front of his apartment.

The rest of the evening was uneventful. I finish up On the Road and, following Sal and Dean halfway across America and just like they did many a night, crawl off to sleep in my sleeping bag, hopefully for the last time, as I settle in for a good night’s sleep in my new home.

[image: space]

I can see the sun is barely up, and some fool is ringing the doorbell like there’s a fire. I jump out of bed and swing the front door open, revealing two beefy guys in National Van Lines uniforms.

“You John, er, Coaster?”

“That’s pronounced Custer, as in the general,” I say, correcting him the way I correct most people who mispronounce my last name like “coaster” instead of the proper way, as in General Custer, who, along with his men, was slaughtered at Little Big Horn in the last real victory the Indians had.

“General? General what?”

“You know, General Custer? Little Big Horn?” I could see from their blank expressions that they were more interested in dumping my stuff and hitting the road than getting an American history lesson. “Never mind. How do we get started here?”

“Sign this, this, and this, then we need a check for the balance and we’ll start unloading.”

“Great. Let’s do it.”

Within an hour and a half, old Chester and Bert had placed every item where I directed them to and were on their way to the House of Pies down the block for some breakfast before they made their next stop in Oxnard. I had thought my three bedrooms of furniture from New York would be too much for my new two-bedroom place, but these rooms are much larger. I even have a dining room off the living room, so there is an open, airy feeling that I’ve never experienced in my own place. Except for the boxes filled with kitchen stuff, clothing, books, and records, I’m beginning to feel like I really do have a new home.

From my old, favorite living room chair, now in place, I can see the swimming pool and the potted palms through my front screen door when I have my front door open. And, like a vision from the second floor, Miss Russia walks right into my view, wearing a Japanese-style silk kimono and high heels. Just as she unties it, revealing her splendid, slender white body with the outline of her nipples quite visible through her skimpy bikini top, she turns and sweetly says, “Come here, my little Mishka,” and a darling little boy about three years old wobbles over to her. She bends down, giving me an even better view of her voluptuous assets, picks up the boy, and begins tenderly kissing him all over his face, neck, bare chest, and belly.

What I wouldn’t do to change places with that kid. With the thought of her actions last night, I can see why she behaved like a deranged mama bear. That creep was a threat to her sleeping cub. And everybody knows you never mess with Mama Bear. Especially a Russian one.

Miss Russia spends the next hour or so alternating between swimming with her little Mishka, sunbathing, and playing with him on two chaise longues facing my apartment. As I secretly watch them from the safety of my living room, I think I could get used to this real fast.

But dragging two chaise longues right in front of Mama Bear and Baby Bear, totally blocking my view, are my two elderly neighbors, mother and daughter, wearing plaid terry-cloth robes and rubber bathing caps. When they drop their robes, revealing their powdery, flabby bodies, I think perhaps it’s time to start unpacking some of these boxes.

I unpack like a dockworker for a couple of hours and work up quite a sweat. I peek out my front door and see that no one is in the pool area at the moment. So I don my trusty trunks, grab my Bugs Bunny beach towel, and head for the pool. Being a paranoid New Yorker, I know never to leave the front door unlocked. Not even for five seconds. So I lock my front door, drop my towel on a chair, and as I put my toe into the water for the first time, I make an amazing discovery: The pool is heated! I’m used to jumping into the ocean waves of the Atlantic in late May, when the water’s so cold it makes your balls jump into your belly and your pecker shrink so small it looks like a soggy Brazil nut. But after the initial shock of icy ocean water, it’s always refreshing. A complete rejuvenation of the senses. This pool water feels like one giant warm spot left by a six-year-old. It’s so warm, it’s like old ladies’ bathwater. Oh well, it’s wet. So I slowly immerse myself in the tepid water up to my chin and start to feel its calming quality begin to take effect. As I slowly float on my back across the pool, barely moving my arms, staring at the deep blue skies and the puffy white clouds, I feel like I’m in a giant, warm tub, and it’s actually quite a nice feeling. Not the shock of most pools I remember diving into as a kid, but a sensual, relaxing, lazy float.

The surrounding apartments seem rather quiet. I hear only soft music emanating from a couple of upstairs windows. Then, suddenly, I hear a loud scraping as if a door is sticking and being pried open. From my floating vantage point, I can see that it’s my neighbor, the junkie looter, coming out of his hovel. I haven’t seen him in days. He pulls his door shut, and it again makes a loud screeching sound. Then he locks it. He doesn’t even glance at the pile of dirty flyers, old phone books, and newspapers littering his doorstep. His skin is almost the same color as it was when the atmosphere was filled with smoke and ash. He has the pallor of a person who is not well, but his features are what my mom would call a good-looking paisan. He has classic Italian features: a curved nose, high cheekbones, a sharp chin, and deep-set dark eyes. But his features are a little too extreme. The high cheekbones and deep eyes, which once probably contributed to his being handsome, are now making him appear to be just another gaunt junkie.

I doubt he knows I’m watching him. My face is the only thing above water, and I haven’t made a sound in about ten minutes. There is a gate around the pool, which probably helps camouflage me even more. He turns and looks at my apartment door and begins walking toward it. He opens my screen door and quietly knocks. That knock would be heard only if I were maybe a foot or two away from the door. Definitely not the kind of knock I would hear if I were washing the dishes. I figure I’ll just see how long I can remain invisible before something really interesting develops. He pats on my door a couple more times, and then he turns, blocking most of the front door from my view. It’s hard to tell exactly what he’s doing, but it appears that he’s trying the doorknob to see if my door is locked. Nice. Once he realizes it’s locked, he makes a beeline for the gate to the parking lot. I hear the sound of his shitty van starting, and then he takes off, bald tires and fan belts squealing.

I climb up the ladder at the deep end of the pool. So much for my relaxing swim. It’s not going to be easy to relax from now on, knowing I’ve got a junkie neighbor casing my joint. I had put aside the thought of buying a gun, but now I think I’ll look into it. I don’t know what that guy’s story is, but if I find his junkie ass rifling through my desk drawers while I’m taking a crap one morning, I want to make sure I give him a little something extra to take to jail with him. Like a slug in the ass.

After a shower, I decide to do a background check into the habits of my mysterious sociopathic neighbor. I figure this is as good a time as any to properly introduce myself to my next-door neighbors, the antique mom-and-daughter act, and get the dope on Benny.

Not wanting to shock them by banging on the door, and half not wanting them to answer, I don’t knock too hard. But as soon as my knuckle touches the wood, I hear a stern “Who’s there?”

“It’s your new next-door neighbor, John Koester.”

The draperies on the front window are quickly drawn, and the daughter gives me a quick once-over through the window. The door is yanked open, and I’m immediately struck by the overwhelming odor of assorted powders: talcum powder, sweet-smelling deodorant powder, Ajax.

“Yes, Mr. Koester, how can we help you?” the younger of the two asks me, holding the door half open, revealing her mother sitting in a large chair, wearing white gloves and holding an enormous book.

“Call me Johnny. Now that I’m a little settled in, I thought I’d introduce myself.”

“That’s lovely of you, Johnny. Come in, won’t you?” she asks, her attitude changing from urban paranoia to small-town friendly. “Mother and I were just doing some reading. I’m Rosalynne, and this is my mother, Gertrude,” she says, shaking my hand and waving toward her mom, who is cocking her head and pushing an ear forward as though she’s trying to focus her hearing on the action. “Mother, this is the new young man who moved in right next door, Johnny Koester.”

“Koester? How do you spell that?” Gertrude inquires.

“K-O-E-S-T-E-R,” I say.

“That’s the German spelling. Not like General Custer. Are you German?”

“Half. The other half is Italian.”

“Oh, when I was young, we weren’t allowed to have mixed marriages,” Gertrude laments. “How old are you?”

“I’m thirty-one.”

“You look younger. You need a haircut—”

“Never mind that, Mother. Go back to your book,” Rosalynne says as she helps her mother balance the heavy leather-bound book on her lap. “We were just getting ready for tea, would you like a cup?” Rosalynne asks.

“Certainly, thank you.”

Rosalynne nods and disappears into the kitchen, leaving me in a chair a few feet from her mother, who manages to turn a page with her white glove after three attempts. Once the page is turned, Gertrude looks over to me and states matter-of-factly, “Listen to some of these other names used for the Ruddy Duck: Dumpling Duck, Daub Duck, Deaf Duck, Fool Duck, Sleepy Duck, Butter Duck, Bumblebee Coot, Dumb-Bird, Dinky Duck, Paddy-Whack Duck.”

“That’s fascinating. Those are hilarious…” I stop midsentence, because she either can’t hear me or doesn’t care to hear me, and has gone back to reading her tome.

Rosalynne appears with a large silver tray, complete with three delicately flowered teacups, a matching bowl filled with sugar cubes, and a small silver beaker of cream. She places the tray on the white marble coffee table in front of me and begins pouring. “Help yourself to the cream and sugar. Mother and I have lived in this apartment for over twenty years. We moved here when Father died. We lived up the street in a large house, but after he died, we thought it was just too much. I see you have New York license plates. What part of New York are you from?”

“The city. The Bronx.”

“Do they consider the Bronx part of New York City?”

“Oh yeah, we get every bit as many of the murders, muggings, filth, and lunatics as Manhattan does per capita. Only we have more trees.”

Rosalynne looks at me with a horrified expression.

“Just kidding. Yes, the Bronx is part of New York City. One of the five boroughs. And the area I come from is indeed very nice, with trees and parks and the Hudson River close by, but it has its share of typical American urban problems. I would’ve stayed, but I had an employment opportunity here, so I thought I’d give La-La Land a shot.”

“La-La Land? Oh dear,” Rosalynne chortles, tapping her knee. “Mother, did you hear that?” she says, waving at Gertrude.

“Did I hear what?” Gertrude says, looking like she’s none too happy to be taken away from her massive bird-guide encyclopedia of fun facts.

“He called Los Angeles La-La land! Isn’t that funny? I have to remember that one! La-La Land,” Rosalynne says, before taking the first sip from her good china cup of tea.

“I think it’s irreverent.” Gertrude scowls. “Los Angeles is one of the world’s great cities. It has the largest, most technologically advanced commercial port in the Western Hemisphere.”

“Oh, Mother! La-La Land. Ahhh,” Rosalynne sighs and happily shakes her head, her cup still at her lips. “And what business are you in?” she asks me.

“Show business. TV,” I respond. That usually gets a positive reaction from strangers in a bar, but Rosalynne has a look on her face as though I announced I’m a cat torturer.

“We rarely watch television. Such garbage. A waste of time. What is it you do?”

Not wanting to play up the socially redeeming values of what Shocking Hollywood Secrets might hold, I decide to give a brief summary of my last job. “In New York, I worked for a program that aired each evening and highlighted feature news stories, mostly about the arts, entertainment, restaurant reviews, places to shop, interesting weekend getaways, that sort of thing.”

“Well, that’s not too bad. We like that big fellow with the southern accent who does that kind of thing on public television. I can’t remember his name, but he’s very handsome and shows you interesting museums and curio shops and such,” Rosalynne says, trying her best to forgive me for working in television. “We usually watch the local news on Channel Four and then the national news on public television. But the local news is getting awful. Nothing but sensationalism. And those new programs are just horrid. We saw an advertisement announcing a new program with nothing but Hollywood scandals. Can you imagine such a thing?”

“Yeah, well, ah, I wanted to ask you about the apartment complex. How do you like living here?” I say, quickly changing the subject.

Rosalynne puts down her teacup and says, “We’re moving out the first opportunity we get. This building has gone downhill, terribly. That building manager does nothing! Do you know how many times I’ve had to complain to the landlord to start heating the pool? The previous building manager made sure it was heated on April first every year. Now you’re lucky if it’s mid-April. They just began heating it today, you know. And the people moving in! Oh!”

“Like the Russian lady upstairs?” I gently ask.

“Oh my gracious! In the short time she has lived here, the police have been there almost every week! And the class of people you see going up there. One can only imagine what goes on!”

“What about the guy who lives next to you?”

Gertrude immediately looks up and barks, “Don’t mention that man in this house!”

“Never mind, Mother,” Rosalynne whispers. “That man has lived here for almost ten years. I’ve never seen him wash or sweep or dust or pick up anything the entire time. I don’t know what goes on in there, and I don’t want to know. And the police have been to his door on more than one occasion as well. I retire this year, then we’re off to Leisure Town in Orange County. A gated retirement community for mature adults, you know. Well, it is getting late. Thank you so much for stopping by. It’s nice to know there’s a nice young man nearby. The man who was in that apartment before you was a holy terror. In some sort of satanic music group. A disgrace, he was. In fact, if you stand in the parking area and look at the peak of the highest hill straight ahead, that’s where he wound up.”

“You mean he was…found dead up there?”

“No. He bought that huge mansion at the very top when he moved out of here.”

“Really? Do you remember the name of the band?”

“Of course not. But Harriet said it has something to do with guns or snakes or something.”

“Well, it was a pleasure meeting you, Rosalynne, and your mother. Goodbye, Gertrude.”

Rosalynne whispers, “She only hears what she wants to hear when she wants to hear it. Have a pleasant evening, John.”

I walk the three steps to my door and enter my comfy new pad. As I turn to lock the door, I notice a small folded note on the floor. The paper is yellow with age and reeks of cigarette smoke. I open it and there, in Catholic-school-style perfect penmanship, written in pencil, is: Dear Sir, Please knock on my door sometime. I want to tell you something. Your neighbor, one door over—Benny Bennett. Thank you. P.S. Sorry about what happened the other day.

Benny Bennett. Well, it sounds a little more legitimate than Benny the Ball on Top Cat, but not much. I’ll bet he has something to tell me. Only I think that’s a misprint. I think he meant to write that he wants to sell me something. I doubt I’ll be knocking on his door anytime soon. But in this place, it will be difficult to avoid him. Unless I start parking on the street and avoid the pool. Nah. I’ll just deal with it. Head-on. I wonder if anyone in this building knows anything about purchasing a gun?








Chapter

Three



IN HER USUAL passive-aggressive style, Karen waited until the last possible moment to tell me that I really did have a job lined up. She was always one to play her hand close to her vest, but her unreturned phone calls, lame excuses, and general avoidance had me thinking twice about whether she’d keep her end of the bargain. But in her typical Karen way, she called me late last night as if nothing ever happened, told me I would be getting two hundred bucks a day, and gave me the address of the Hollywood production office of Shocking Hollywood Secrets where I’m reporting for duty—today. Just like that.

Hollywood is the closest thing to New York. Hollywood Boulevard is the West Coast version of Broadway near Times Square at its sleaziest worst in the ’70s. Just like its East Coast counterpart, Hollywood Boulevard is a bizarre juxtaposition of tourists, hookers, artsy types on the way to meetings and rehearsals, junkies, street people, and hustlers. There are cheesy souvenir stores, porno movie theaters, and tattoo parlors. But amid the sleaze, filth, and squalor, there are also amazing bookstores that sell every screenplay from Citizen Kane to Police Academy 6 and collectible shops that carry vintage posters, for tens of thousands of dollars, that you probably couldn’t find anywhere else in the world. There are disgusting convenience stores that cater to bums and crackheads, and a few of the most authentic and grand establishments from old Hollywood that maintain their original luster and glory, such as Musso & Frank’s and the Roosevelt Hotel. And on Hollywood Boulevard, just as on Broadway in New York, the human circus transpires on the street while the offices above contain some of the most influential and important businesses in their fields. Above Broadway you’ll find offices that rule the music industry and the Broadway theater district. And on Hollywood Boulevard you’ll find the companies that dominate the film and television industry. I don’t think it’s any coincidence, either. The Hollywood industry was founded mostly by New Yorkers in the 1920s and ’30s. In fact, if you go to Warner Bros. Studios, which is just a few minutes north of the Hollywood Bowl, you can see the most obvious connection: The studio is laid out in a grid system where the north-south “roads” separating the buildings are called Avenue A, Avenue B, Avenue C, and the east-west roads, 1st Street, 2nd Street, 3rd Street—exactly the same street markers from the Lower East Side of New York where most of the early Jewish producers, writers, directors, and actors grew up.

Just a couple of blocks past the Chinese Theatre—where, for over sixty years, stars have left their footprints, handprints, and, in Jimmy Durante’s case, nose print—is the headquarters of the Next Big Thing Entertainment, producers of Shocking Hollywood Secrets. I’m a little nervous, for the obvious reasons: new city, new job, questionable program material, but I’ve got a few extra butterflies biting my stomach lining because my boss is none other than Wendy Valentine. Yes, that Wendy Valentine. Star of the short-lived sixties cold war spy comedy My Daughter the Secret Agent. It was only on for two seasons, but any boy within a decade of puberty had a thing for Wendy Valentine. And I mean a thing! Jeannie, of I Dream of Jeannie fame, may have shown her belly, but with the skintight black leather and/or rubber outfits that Wendy’s character, Amy Bloom, wore, you didn’t need much of an imagination to get a lesson in the female anatomy. When we kids were trolling the basements of our apartment buildings looking for nudie magazines hidden by older teens, we’d occasionally stumble upon those nudist-colony publications with the nipples covered by black rectangles or erased from the picture entirely. I didn’t even know that female breasts had nipples until Wendy appeared in that black leather jumpsuit. I must have dry-humped every pillow, sofa cushion, and large plush toy in the house when I was home alone watching. And now the object of my prepubescent lust is the proud owner of the Next Big Thing Entertainment. Little does she know she was the focus of my first big thing. I haven’t seen her in anything since My Daughter the Secret Agent, and my guess is that, in the grand tradition of old stars just fading away, she’s a roundish, uglyish reminder of what once was.

I’ve been told there will be a parking space with my name on it: the true sign that you have arrived in Hollywood. Unfortunately, it says John Custer, but it’s close enough. The building is not exactly the sort you’d imagine a show business operation would be headquartered in. There’s some graffiti on the back wall in the parking lot, and the doorway that leads from the parking lot entrance into the building does have a strong scent of urine. The halls are just industrial green with harsh fluorescent lights. I walk past two dented metal gray doors with press-on letter signs reading A-A COURT REPORTING and MAGIC MAKEUP SUPPLIES, and at the end of the hall a similar sign that reads THE NEXT BIG THING ENTERTAINMENT. I open the heavy steel door, and directly in front of the entrance to the office is a desk so close that the door nearly hits it as it swings open. Sitting at the desk is a female who looks to be about nineteen, putting the finishing touches on her nails as she noisily chews gum with an open mouth. It almost takes away from the fact that she looks like she could be Playmate of the Year. Without taking her eyes off her nail buff job, she says in a high-pitched little-girl voice, “Can I help you?”

“I’m John Koester. I’m the new field producer. I’m supposed to report to Wendy Valentine.”

“Oh. Wendy’s not here yet. You can take whatever desk you want. Nobody else is here yet.”

“Thanks. Any desk?” I ask, surveying the small office with two vacant desks facing each other in front of the window that looks right out onto the Hollywood Boulevard sidewalk, where a bum with a three-shopping-cart train has just parked.

“Yeah. Any desk.”

Not having a preference, I choose the desk on the right. The bum has decided to move on. Just as he pulls car number one, he notices me looking at him and gives me the finger. Now I really feel like I’m in New York.

The office furniture and accessories all look brand-new. There’s nothing hanging on the walls in the way of art, and there are a coffee machine, coffee, and a watercooler still in their boxes. “Just move in?”

“Yeah,” she says, still staring at her nails.

“By the way, what’s your name?”

“Tiffany.”

“Hi, Tiffany.”

“Yeah. Hi.”

I sit at my desk in awkward silence, the only sound the crackles and pops of Tiffany’s openmouthed gum chewing. I reach into my canvas bag and pull out a copy of the L.A. Times, which momentarily distracts Tiffany enough to slip while tending to her nails. She reacts with a disgusted click of her tongue. I gently try to turn to the sports section without causing another manicure malfunction.

The door bursts open, and a woman with hair dyed so black it looks almost blue, wearing jet-black sunglasses, a black leather jacket zipped to the neck, and blue jeans with symmetrical tears in a sort of V-shaped web just above both knees, her arms loaded with two black leather tote bags, a Gucci shopping bag, and an oversize purple leather handbag, blows past without noticing me or, for that matter, Tiffany.

“Tiffany, get Bradley on the line now,” she says without turning her head an inch toward Tiffany. “And get your skinny ass in here, pronto. Any messages?”

“Yes. Karen Marshall called three times,” Tiffany says, following her into the office.

“Oh, shit!” the woman says as she rushes into her office, plops everything onto her desk, and waits for Tiffany while hovering over the phone.

Tiffany dials and says, “Wendy for Bradley. Hold on, Bradley, I have Wendy,” and then she hands Wendy the phone.

“Bradley, I told you I want them that shade of magenta that’s on the Japanese screen in the downstairs office. Yes, goddammit! Okay, I want to see samples by three in my office. My new fucking office. Yes, yes, yes, goodbye.”

She hangs up and whispers something to Tiffany. Tiffany whispers back to her.

“Johnny?” Wendy says meekly as she peeks out her doorway.

“Yup.”

“I’ll be with you in a moment. Make yourself at home. Tell Tiffany if you need anything. You know, supplies, Rolodex, whatever.”

The door closes and, just about thirty seconds later, reopens; this time Tiffany exits. “She can see you now,” she says as she continues concentrating on her nails.

I enter Wendy’s office, which is about three times the size of the space where Tiffany and I are camped out. She has framed posters on the walls of various French films from, I guess, the thirties, none of which I’ve ever heard of. My desk clearly came from a secondhand furniture store, whereas hers looks to be from the Donald Trump collection.

“Johnny, I’m very pleased to meet you. I was pissed when Karen first told me she had somebody she wanted to produce the segments for this show, but after I saw your reel, I have to say I was fucking impressed.”

Wendy is by no means a roundish or uglyish reminder of a fading star. She is an angular, beautifully groomed, perfectly made-up, sweet-smelling, incredibly fit ballbreaker of a broad with more than a little cosmetic surgery and huge boobs practically leaping out of her low-cut black blouse, demanding immediate attention.

“I’m glad to be here. And it’s a pleasure to meet you—”

“Stop right there! Don’t even hint that you have some childhood story where you whacked off while you were watching me in that god-awful show when you were starting to grow hair on your balls. Got it? Never.”

“Gotcha.”

“Now, this job is not going to be easy. You’ve got shoots from Bumfuck to Palm Springs. Tiffany will help you, and another guy is coming aboard who will be helping you, too. He’s an expert in planning this kind of shit. Use the hell out of him. He’s young. He can take it. Tiffany’s an airhead; don’t rely on her for really important stuff.” Wendy reaches into her desk drawer and pulls out a large black three-ring binder filled with about two inches of paper divided into sections with multicolored tabs. “This is your bible. Study it and report back to me what you think. You don’t have to sit out there in that dumpy office to do it. Go to the bleachers in Dodger Stadium if that’s where you want to read it, but I want a full breakdown tomorrow. How feasible the shoots are. Script concepts, all that shit. Do you have a pager?”

“No.”

“Get one.”

“Great. Is that it?”

“Yup. That’s it,” she says, standing up to shake my hand, and once she has my hand, she gives a little extra squeeze, looks me straight in the eye, and says, “Oh. one more thing. Don’t fuck up.”

“Gotcha.”

I take the binder, say goodbye to Tiffany, who still hasn’t looked at me directly, and get into the Woody. After all these years of humping my sister’s teddy bears in the night, and finally meeting Wendy Valentine, getting a woody is, ironically, the furthest thing from my mind.

Once I arrive home and begin studying the binder filled with research, contacts, and the stories I’ll be producing, I realize I probably shouldn’t have eaten such a large lunch, because I just might lose it. Shocking Hollywood Secrets will delve into salacious Hollywood scandals. The first is an exposé on one of the biggest film directors of the 1970s and ’80s, who, according to the binder, had sex with his own fourteen-year-old stepdaughter; once he dumped his wife, the girl’s mother, he secretly dated the minor until she was eighteen, then quietly dumped her, too, after giving her a huge payout. Other stories involve major Hollywood stars with horrible personal secrets that simply must be exposed! This bit of “journalism” will bring to the program a parade of interviewees to reveal a Hollywood male megastar who seems to prefer prepubescent blond boys picked off the streets of Hollywood rather than the glamour girls he’s usually spotted with at award shows and in People. Another story reveals that a female movie star who is now enjoying fame and fortune as a “serious” actress got her start when she was a minor in porno, and she bribes her trailer-trash mom into keeping it a secret. And how will we get this menagerie of talking heads to appear on national television and bare their souls? Simple: a signed release form and cash money. I will be provided with envelopes stuffed with cash to pay off this sad collection of humanity whose only claim to fame is that they knew or are related to someone famous. Former friends and distant relatives will take the money and tell America whatever dirt they can dig up from their repressed, alcoholic-soaked memories.

My journey will take me across America and back in a matter of fifteen working days, interviewing enough desperate gold diggers willing to trash Hollywood icons to fill forty-five or so minutes of program time. During those fifteen days, I will be renting rooms in no-name motels on the outskirts of towns—visiting trailer parks, veterans’ hospitals, halfway houses, a private eye’s office, a lawyer’s office in Beverly Hills, and a large gated-estate with an eight-hole golf course in Palm Springs—to hand out envelopes, sit people in front of a camera, and have them spill their guts out. I figure if I’m going to survive this, I’ll have to block out the subject matter entirely and approach it merely as another job to plan out, then execute in the most efficient manner possible. God, that sounds like something a Nazi officer would’ve said during World War II. Oh well.

I begin to map out my trip: which people in which parts of the country, where to stay, which cities to hire freelance video production crews, where to fly into and out of, where to rent cars, and where to hire armed security. In spite of the despicable subject matter of this show, whoever put the three-ring binder together did one hell of a job. All the information is neatly laid out in a masterful game plan. There are many suggestions for pre-production, field production, and postproduction that give evidence of someone with a real grasp on how to put a television program together. And also with an eye for storytelling. In the rundowns for what each interviewee will talk about, there are bullet points next to topics where the interviewer should make every attempt to get the interviewee to cry on camera. It even informs the interviewer that “in certain cases, there should be a predetermined code for the interviewer to loudly tell the camera operator to turn off the camera during a particularly uncomfortable moment during the interview, usually a total emotional breakdown, in which the camera operator pretends to turn off the camera but actually keeps rolling without the knowledge of the interviewee.”

Although I find it all reprehensible, it should be as easy as painting a Venus color-by-number. If Wendy Valentine is responsible for this, I have total respect for her as a producer. Well, not total respect. If you also include the part about this type of TV show being the beginning of the fall of Western civilization, culminating with the apocalypse of the Book of Revelations and there being a thousand years of rule on earth by Satan and all that, well, it’s not quite my total respect, but you know what I mean. It’s one hell of a professional job.

I find the research in the production bible both fascinating and troubling. With little or no regard to the original source of the research articles, each subject is painted with a broad brush of sensational accusations. But each of the articles used for references is from a supermarket checkout tabloid, transcripts from trashy entertainment news television shows or an undated newspaper that may have appeared somewhere in print on the planet in the last fifty years. Some of these articles have been culled from the same publications that appear on newsstands with headlines so outlandish and outrageously silly as C-SECTION REVEALS WOMAN GAVE BIRTH TO SATAN—PHOTOS ON PAGE 13; yet they are included for informational background and as sources for contacting interview subjects. I mean, if they’re going to believe this crap, wouldn’t it be more interesting to interview the woman who gave birth to Satan?

Also included as research material are transcripts of telephone interviews with subjects willing to spill their guts from the anonymity of their trailer parks and garage apartments but unwilling to appear on camera. Since most professional transcribers carefully report every syllable, these interviews reveal the tenuous thread by which the entire operation is hanging. The only people who can coherently string together more than three words are those who sound like they must be sitting in restraints in a padded room. But as long as they say they saw a celebrity performing some kind of perversion, deviant behavior, or crime, it’s good enough for us. I just dread the thought of having to visit these people for an on-camera interview.

If a tenth of the material is true, every one of them should be in jail or at least forced to watch their own movies over and over. Allegations of pedophilia, slavery, bestiality, statutory rape, parental physical abuse, and even murder abound. Now, that’s good television! It seemed like only yesterday that late-night television hosts weren’t allowed to say the word “pregnant” on the air, and sitcom husbands and wives slept in separate beds. But I guess today’s viewing public is dying to see Shocking Hollywood Secrets. And believe me, people are dying to give it to them.

I didn’t realize that I’ve spent nearly six hours studying my production bible and have already achieved a pretty good handle on my duties for the next several weeks. I totally forgot to eat and decide it’s time to grab a bite at the House of Pies down the street. Not that the food is bad there, but you can just guess that naming the place the House of Pies is an enticing come-on for folks who wouldn’t be attracted to a place called House of Sprouts.
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