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  For Bob Maners and John Ptak


  —who got me in




  LOS ANGELES TIMES


  JERRY MAKOS, 28,HOLLYWOOD AGENT


  SUSPECTED VICTIM OF FOUL PLAY




  LOS ANGELES—Police are investigating the apparent homicide of Jerry Makos, one of Hollywood’s “Top 100 People You Need to Know.” A spokesperson declined to say how he died. There have been no arrests or charges in the case.Makos, a rising agent within the powerhouse talent agency Omniscience, was best known for championing the script for the film “Faith Don’t Leave,” which achieved blockbusterstatus.Omniscience’s world-wide head of motion pictures Lester Barnes said, “Jerry was one of the good eggs; I’m going to miss him terribly, as will, I know, Omniscience and all of our clients.”Makos is survived by a brother.




  





  ●




  





  Before he was murdered, I discovered my brother had arrived in the movie business. Jerry and I were having dinner at some club called the Mink Slide where he was pitching a script he’d read about aliens mistaken for Catholic priests by these Valley girls, something like that, how they all fall in love, but not before the aliens report back to their evil ruler Mordor or some Hjortsberg nonsense that the planet isn’t worth destroying—




  “Riddle me this, my brother: why is the Vatican in Rome? Why isn’t it in Jerusalem, where Jesus lived and died? I’ll tell you: The Bible was written by the Romans after they crucified this smiling Jew named Jesus who had a big mouth and wouldn’t stop spilling it about love thy neighbor and turn thy cheek! The Romans were smart: they heard the pitch first and they jumped on it! Turned it into a 2000 year old franchise! I hope they promoted the centurion who had the bright idea to whack Jesus, steal his script, order a page one rewrite, promise the world an afterlife, install a pope of production who’s totally beholden to the money guys, inflict mass murder on the millions of people who gave it a bad review and call it the ‘Crusades.’ I mean, talk about vertical integration!”




  “I never heard the Vatican pitched that way,” said this unshaven guy wearing a Welcome Back Kotter T-shirt with lime green pants, eating alone at a table next to ours. “Are you in the Industry?”




  “What industry?” asked Jerry.




  I volunteered that my brother worked at an agency called Omniscience.




  “You’re at Omniscience? I bet you know my friend Jerry Makos, he’s an icon over there,” said Lone Eater.




  “You know Jerry Makos?” asked my brother.




  “He’s my buddy! Hey, I didn’t catch your name,” said Lone Eater.




  “You sure we haven’t met?” said Jerry.




  “I don’t think so,” said Lone Eater.




  “I’m Jerry Makos.”




  Yeah, my brother had made it. Who gets name-dropped to their face?




  I told that story as part of my eulogy in the herb garden of Les Deux, a shrubbery-lined restaurant off Sunset Boulevard behind a filthy street where homeless panhandlers share the sidewalk with Scientology recruiters when this 30-something brunette comes up to me, Madras in one hand, as if she were clubbing instead of mourning at Jerry’s “celebration of life” service.




  “I liked what you said about your brother,” says Madras.




  “They call me Josh,” I say.




  “Stefani Dupin.”




  “So, how well did you know my brother?”




  “There was this bachelorette party at The Key Club in Hermosa. We were all drunk as shit. My girlfriends dared me to take a guy home with me. It had been a while.”




  “What’s a while?”




  “God, I don’t know, a week, at least,” she says.




  No more Diet Cokes for me. I order what she’s having. A bad idea, I know, but I need to get numb, fast.




  “So, anyways, I go over to your brother and we start talking. He does this adorable trick with a dollar bill that cracks me up and I’m thinking, OK, if this guy makes me laugh again we are definitely going back to my place.”




  I raise the pink drink to my lips, thinking, “Jerry’s dead. Jerry’s dead. Here’s to you, bro—”




  “My girlfriends dragged us to the dance floor and Jerry cracked me up again so I kissed him and he started calling me ‘unprofessional.’ I was so drunk I didn’t quite catch his drift,” she laughs.




  I try to concentrate on her mindless story to keep myself from screaming.




  “We left together and it ended up being really great. The next morning your brother started telling me about this premiere he went to all by his lonesome. Wanted to know if I knew so and so? And I go ‘Who?’ Then he asked me, what’s my rate for premieres?”




  It takes me a second. “He thought you were a pro.”




  “Eggs-actly. He thought this agent named Arthur paid me to fuck his brains out. I said, ‘I only did you because my girlfriends dared me to.’”




  The sky threatens to go black.




  “I bet you most of the people here didn’t even know Jerry.” I glance around at the anonymous dark suits dotting the garden.




  “Maybe they’re here for the contacts,” her eyes trail mine across the scene.




  “Maybe they’re here to make sure he’s dead.”




  “Well, I’m here to find the guy who did it,” she meets my gaze, eyes narrowing. “Did Jerry ever tell you about someone, a competitor, a studio executive who he particularly hated?”




  “You sound like a detective in a movie,” I joke.




  Detective Stefani Dupin hands me her LAPD business card with a pager number, cell phone, and e-mail address—




  “Now you know how to reach me, just call 911.”




  ●




  Spellbound by the leafy, roof-littered Beachwood canyon landscape, I can see the Hollywood sign from the rustic deck of Jerry’s house in the hills. I find a heavy hitting bag chained to a makeshift boxing area, a speed bag, and Jerry’s blue, 16 oz boxing gloves, carelessly left outside. Scrawled on the gloves, a name: TERRONDUS. Jerry’s ranch-style shed has one bedroom, one bathroom (one shower, no tub, pink tiles), a dining room and kitchen surrounded by a panoramic floor-to-ceiling window. I pull a light bulb string in his garage to reveal a tribe of rolled up movie posters. I slide off a rubber band, roll open Second Coming, a teen comedy about this high school cheerleader who turns out to be the Anti-Christ. Flash of a blade cutting Jerry’s throat. Another straight-to-video called The Mighty Mite, about the war between a flea named Frankie and the St. Bernard from the Beethoven movies who looked like he’d seen better days. Flash of Jerry gagging on hot thick carotid juice. Then there was Ajax, an unbelievably cheesy abominable snowman-terrorizing-snowboarders affair. I’m wondering what Jerry had to do with these movies until I recognize our mother’s ex-boyfriend listed as an executive producer. The only thing Jerry and I had in common was a profound disgust for this dry-cleaning warlord we called the Bug, who re-invented himself as a movie producer after investing in some piece of trash about a saber tooth tiger run amok. Of course we blamed him after Mom dropped dead on the treadmill he had bought her so she could get in shape to re-ignite his interest in her as a depository to waste his sick seed.




  Going through Jerry’s mail, I find health mags promoting ripped abs, credit card bills, and a pink envelope sealed with a ruby red lipstick kiss to a party celebrating the anniversary of CyberWhore.com (secret password: Gianni Roastbeef). I read a high-lighted Daily Variety article about Jerry’s boss announcing TEN-PERCENTER GETS 0%:




  “Omniscience worldwide head of motion pictures Lester Barnes officially exited the agency on Thursday after he admitted lying about rumors of his departure. In a recent staff meeting, unidentified sources say, Mr. Barnes got emotional with his colleagues and suggested that everyone in the company tune in to his channel, instead of letting the street disrupt their house with their vicious lies. Lester Barnes had, in fact, been in final negotiations with a fizzling, fiscally extravagant movie studio, holding secret meetings in strip clubs and hotel suites under code names when someone inside the agency ruined the negotiations by exposing Mr. Barnes and his clandestine affair. Also rumored was a hit list of Omniscience employees thought to be open to joining him at the top of the studio.”




  I make myself a triple Absolut Mandrin with a lot of ice in a heavy Tiffany tumbler and pace the house like one of those pathetic polar bears I saw at the Los Angeles Zoo, ready to call the airlines, ready to leave L.A. when the phone rings—




  “I have Lester Barnes calling from the car,” announces an assistant with a Southern accent.




  “Jessica, stay on the line with me, do not get off the phone! Josh, I’m dealing with a new assistant who doesn’t know her twat from her elbow. Let’s not talk while she’s on the line. I can tell you what a cunt she is later. Are you free tonight? I’d like to meet you.”




  “I didn’t see you at the memorial service,” I say.




  “Again, the assistant. Bitch had me scheduled for a screening at Columbia. Hold on—Crazy asshole!”




  Lester leans on his horn for a good ten seconds.




  “Sorry, some guy in a Navigator just cut me off. I’m on Ventura,” he says.




  I don’t believe this guy. He comes through over the phone like a cartoon character, word balloons popping out of his Range Rover window.




  “Can’t we discuss Jerry right now? I’m not staying here much longer,” I say.




  “We can’t talk right now. We’re not on a secure line. Jessica’s probably playing Tetris. Right, Jessica? I’m crossing Lankershim.”




  “Mr. Barnes. What am I, OnStar?”




  “Call me Lester. How about tonight? Jessica, come back on the line—”




  “All right, where?”




  “Hold on, I lost Jessica, let me think! I got it! Meet me at the top of the Hotel Angelino by the 405!”




  I don’t know which is more startling, Lester’s choice of rendezvous, or my absurd decision to take a meeting with the Boogeyman.




  





  ●




  





  Like most aging icons in the city, the Hotel Angelino has had some work done. The rooftop bar hostess leads me to a table by the window overlooking the 405 freeway. There I find a morbidly obese man in a black Prada suit talking to himself. It takes me a second to realize he’s actually on a call. Lester Barnes ends the conversation, yanks his earpiece, and offers me a firm, welcoming left handshake—




  “Are you going to eat that?” I ask, pointing to the Blackberry deposited on his plate.




  “Christ, you look just like Jerry,” says Lester.




  “I should. I’m his brother.”




  “Jerry never mentioned you were a pro. Still stringing rackets at Palmetto Dunes?”




  “How’d you—”




  “1998 runner-up to Alex Corretja, Scottsdale Classic, blew your knee out against Paradorn Srichapan in the second round of the Pacific Life Open, followed by retirement, rehab and an arrest for brawling in the streets of Stockholm!”




  “You googled me. What is this, a date?”




  Rastafarian waitress arrives to take our order.




  “Josh, get whatever harpoons your whale.”




  “Vodka cran sounds good to me. Do you have Absolut Mandrin?”




  “Mandrin? Is that the bomb? I’ll have the same,” says Lester.




  Waitress tells us she’ll be right back.




  “You see the ass on that whore?” sneers Lester.




  “I missed it,” I say.




  “They’re all crazy cunts out here, Josh. Right now I’m fucking this deranged woman named Liza. You know how I met her? Oh God, this is so fucked up, I can’t believe I’m—anyways, I spot this babe Liza sucking margaritas at El Carmen. I tell her I’ve got Oxy-Contin, twenty minutes later I’m pounding her like a piece of veal.”




  “I’m calling the ASPCA,” I say.




  “We should play sometime. I have a grass court at my house, you know. If you’re thinking of selling Jerry’s house, use my broker Stella at Fred Sands, she just had vaginal rejuvenation surgery. Sculpted lips, daddy stitch, her walls completely re-done Art Deco,” says Lester.




  “You two must be very close,” I say.




  “Tell me Josh, you going back or are you going to chance it out here?”




  “I’m not leaving till they catch the guy who did it.”




  “No justice, no peace. I’m throwing a little Emmy party this weekend. Bring that Baretta who interrogated me, she was smoking hot!”




  Rastafarian waitress reappears with our drinks.




  “Jerry, put your wallet away. Whoever talks the most, pays—”




  “I’m Josh. You just called me Jerry.”




  “Goddamn, I’m sorry,” says Lester.




  “No worries. I’ll take Stella’s number, she sounds cool.”




  “She’s a fruitcake. Did I tell you I’m banging this woman named Liza who’s deranged? I get these suicidal calls from her, how life is meaningless since her TV show got cancelled. I leave work to console this bitch at her apartment. I pay for her TiVo and all she does is threaten to kill herself five times a day like a Muslim!”




  “Run Lester run!”




  “Don’t be cruel, Josh. She dumped her boyfriend after she scored the pilot, then drove away all her friends with her cocaine habit. Now she’s obsessed with Marilyn Monroe’s abortionist. I tried to get her to have her tubes tied, but she told me no way anybody’s going to touch Madame Ovary’s tubes!”




  “May I be frank with you?”




  “Only if I can be Lester,” he says. “Do you need money?”




  “No, that’s not—was my brother going to jump?”




  “Jerry was not suicidal,” says Lester.




  “Was he on your list?”




  “Do I look like Oscar Schindler? Anybody who has to write down a list of his enemies has too many enemies. I keep them all up here in my head,” says Lester.




  “Was Jerry one of the agents you were going to take with you to the studio?”




  “Stop reading the trades,” he says.




  “What are you going to do now that you’ve left Omniscience?”




  “I’m going to Disneyland!”




  





  ●




  





  Driving back to Beachwood on Canyon Drive, I slow past a silver Porsche Boxster wrapped around a tree. The car is totaled, so is the driver, who comes up to my window like a wraith—




  “Dude! I need to use your car! It’s an emergency!”




  I instantly recognize the actor, whose name escapes me, as the star of Caesar High, a popular tits & zits series set in and around Ancient Rome.




  “You want me to take you to a hospital?”




  “Do I look like I need to go to Cedars? We gotta go! Come on, it’s almost closing time,” says the Actor, sliding across the front hood of my car.




  “What about your Porsche?”




  “It’s a loaner! Let’s hit the Slide,” he says, opening the passenger door.




  “The what?”




  “The Mink Slide,” he says into my ear.




  “In Silver Lake?”




  “You know it, let’s go!”




  Actor starts telling me about this one-act play he’s thinking of writing for himself so he can be “taken more seriously.” He calls it The Martini Shot, about this “woman who’s a lawyer” sitting in the bar at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel rolling calls with her assistant, trying to “anesthetize herself after a quickie” she just had with a client who still hasn’t left his wife for her, not yet, when she realizes the gentleman sitting next to her is a major movie star:




  “What are you drinking?” asks the lawyer.




  “Poison,” says the major movie star.




  “What kind?” asks the lawyer.




  “The kind that kills,” says the major movie star.




  “I didn’t know there was any other kind,” says the lawyer.




  “There’s people,” says the major movie star.




  “The slow-acting kind,” says the lawyer.




  “I have a need for a will, do you have a way?”




  “I’m off-duty right now, but here’s my card. Call me Monday,” she says.




  “I won’t be around Monday,” he says.




  “Try,” she says.




  Actor tells me how the lawyer and the star get sloppy drunk, go upstairs where her client only hours ago fucked her from behind in the room she paid for on the company dime. The lawyer writes down his will on hotel stationary, persuades the suicidal star to improv a scene from her life where he tells her how much he adores her, how he’s just told his wife he wants a divorce. Major movie star makes love to her, realizes he just gave the performance of his life. He no longer wants to kill himself, so he crumples up the will and finds his way to the door. Lawyer feels exactly the way she did before: fucked and alone. She ends up jumping off the hotel balcony to her death. Actor tells me his plan is to “workshop it” as a play, then “do it as a short,” make it as “an indie” and get a “big domestic sale” at Sundance. I wait for subtitles, but they never appear.




  





  ●




  





  Entering this club feels exactly like when Captain Kirk and his crew endure the transporter room to enter another world. Every molecule scrambles in order to disappear and re-assemble somewhere else. I walk in surrounded by the warmth of dark crimson walls and a mellow vibe that makes me want to close my eyes and breathe it all in. Turning past the regatta of cosmos, gimlets, 7&7s, and Red Bull martinis, I realize the Mink Slide isn’t very big at all. But when I see where the drinks are poured the place suddenly becomes huge in my mind. Mirrors stretch across the ceiling and walls: this place has a past. My eyes slide down a gleaming ceiling-to-floor brass pole in the middle of a 360̊ cherry wood bar. Some chick in a black halter top screams Siobhan! Over here! Siobhan! The bartender slinks over to the shrieking girl, but I can’t see Siobhan’s face yet because it’s four rows deep at the bar. I hear the same chick again with the Siobhan! Over here! I push into the crowd and come face to face with the bartender, fake eyelashes, fake everything, her battle-hardened features back-lit with the gleaming bottles. Telepathically, Siobhan asks: Are you the Messiah? Scotch and soda? Amstel Light?




  “Stoli-Vanilla, no, make it a Mandrin and—”




  Siobhan shovels ice into a sweaty highball and makes my drink while taking orders from a bunch of fools. Her almond eyes widen with expectancy, and…?




  “Mandrin, rocks. That’s it,” I say.




  The bartender simultaneously pours a row of kamikazes, slaps the taps, blows off the head, and takes an impulsive, greedy gulp of pale ale under a spigot. She comes back with my drink. I respond telepathically: Do you know who I am? Do I matter to you at all? Are you someone’s reason to live?




  “No charge, Jerry,” says the bartender.




  I start to tell her I am not my brother; that Jerry is dead, but Siobhan exits my view so she can settle tabs and collect signatures. When she holds the pole in the center of her bar for support and leans forward, breasts spilling out, to collect dollar bills, she looks just like a proud stripper. I check my reflection in the mirror behind the bottles and see an ancient piano player, white hair, playing a medley from “Cheers,” the theme from “SWAT,” and “The Greatest American Hero,” and ending with “Friends” when this raven haired smoker startles me—




  “Guy at the piano used to be a prodigy. If you believe what they say,” Raven says.




  “Who’s they?”




  “Owners found him eating out of their dumpsters and instead of calling the police hired him to sweep the outside area. That piano was just for show until he sat down and played Rachmanoff, some savant shit like that, you know?”




  I notice a lime floating at the bottom of her bottle and offer to buy her another Pacifico. We introduce ourselves: Vivian, Josh. Josh, Vivian.




  “What are we toasting?”




  “To collecting unemployment again!” says Vivian, rattling the soggy lime.




  “You got fired, too?”




  As if being unemployable is a badge. When I ask Vivian what happened, she tells me her temp agency busted her for lying about her typing skills.




  “What’s your sad story, Josh?”




  I think about unleashing the tale of my brother’s murder, but that’s a buzz killer so I decide to tell her a Jerry story as if it happened to me—




  “You know who Gary Oldman is, right?”




  Vivian nods, of course.




  “Well, I work with his agent Arty Livingstone,” I say.




  “Arty calls from the Cannes Film Festival, says he needs me to find Gary Oldman and put him on a plane to London for a meeting with a director. I tell Arty, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll call you from the car at LAX after I’ve dropped Gary off.’ Arty goes to sleep at his hotel in Cannes. I drive around the city calling Gary’s fucking useless personal assistants.”




  “Fucking useless,” Vivian laughs.




  I smile and give her thoughtful eye contact so she won’t think I’m a jerk who’s only interested when the lights are on and her clothes are off.




  “This girl I know tells me Gary kick-boxes at Crunch in the afternoon. He’s not there. I drive to my friend’s house, get the digits to a DJ who sold Gary some incense, he tells me Gary went out to surf by Neptune’s Net, right by the Ventura county line—ever had a squid burger?”




  Vivian shakes her head.




  “I’ll take you,” I say. “So I drive all the way to Neptune’s Net, no Gary. I run out into the water and start asking these guys if they know GaryOldman, and have they seen him? Finally, some girl in the curl tells me where Gary goes to yoga. I get there, no Gary.”




  “Oh fuck me,” Vivian says, touching my thigh.




  “I go down to Fatburger, place an order like it’s my last meal, and there’s Gary Oldman stuffing his face with a chili cheeseburger. I throw his ass in my car, race to LAX, pay for his ticket, one way, first class, Virgin Air, on my American Express card, and I don’t leave until his plane takes off,” I say.




  “You da man, Josh,” she smiles.




  “Wait. It gets better. I get Arty on the phone in Cannes, tell him this amazing story, out of breath, how I got Gary on the plane and Arty says to me, ‘So who else called?’ I don’t know who else called. I didn’t have time to check messages, so he fires me on the spot and says—”




  “‘Stress less.’ I know this story,” says Vivian. “You’re supposed to tell it with Tommy Lee Jones.”




  “You’re stepping on my lines, Viv.”




  “So, Josh, you live nearby?”




  We drive up Bronson Avenue in her brown Oldsmobile with its trash-filled backseat and WHAT WOULD SCOOBY DOO? bumper sticker. A mile up, her cell phone starts ringing to the tune of Sweet Home Alabama. Vivian makes me answer it and the Southern belle on the line asks me if I’m about to fuck her roommate. I say it looks that way, and recognize the voice as Lester’s assistant.




  “Is that Jessica? I need to talk to that bitch. Gimme the phone.”




  I realize the two women are having a conversation in Latin. Vivian cradles the phone over her chest, says Jessica’s coming over. At a stop sign, Vivian yanks the parking brake. We make out, total strangers hungrily devouring each other like released convicts ordering a bucket of Extra Crispy at a KFC.




  Outside Jerry’s house, I start to freak. What if they find some of my brother’s secrets? What if they think they belong to me? I’m not Jerry. I’m not even the keeper of his memory. This is not my shirt.




  “I’m not leaving until we’ve used every one,” says Vivian, wasting no time getting me inside her after laying out lines of banana coke and throwing a handful of condoms on top of Jerry’s bed.




  “Wow, love the view,” Jessica says when she finally arrives, redheaded, green eyes, the kind of earthy beauty you’d find in a Girls of Starbucks Playboy spread, surveying the canyon from the sofa. Wearing only a belly button piercing, Jessica selects a screenplay from Jerry’s library of favorites with magic marker titles on their spines harvested on a ceiling shelf. Jessica kisses Vivian on the lips and I say Hey, what about me, so she walks over and plants her wet mouth on mine. I put on Pink Floyd, thinking Shine on You Crazy Diamond would be appreciated more than In the Air Tonight. The girls do lines while I open a bottle of South African Merlot. Vivian and Jessica pay me absolutely no mind whatsoever. They just take turns fucking, sucking, and reading scripts.




  





  ●




  





  In the morning I wake up alone and find a pair of lipstick kisses on my bathroom mirror. I blew off my flight back to Palmetto Dunes, as if I could afford to stay here until the Aetna life insurance check runs out, as if my life is now on the left coast, as if I have any idea what to do with myself. Detective Dupin calls to say she was going to question one of the bouncers from the Mink Slide but he left the country the morning after my brother was murdered. I find that significant, but she dismisses it as coincidence, saying his visa had expired.




  “A month ago Jerry’s office was moved to a building owned by the agency where the lawyers and accountants worked,” says Dupin.




  “Asbestos removal, that’s what Jerry told me.”




  “Surveillance cameras and security guards only covered the main building.”




  “Which is why his office is now a crime scene,” I say.




  “You wanted to move out here?” She pauses. “Why?”




  “To learn how movies get made,” I say.




  “You and everybody I know,” she says. “Before he was an agent, your brother was a writer. Did you read any of his screenplays?”




  “What’s that got to do with the case?”




  “Maybe he went to the office to get something from his computer. Maybe he was writing on the job,” she ruminates and adds, “I’m writing one myself.”
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