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CHAPTER ONE


I saw the Silver Fox drinking a piña colada at Trader Vic’s, and her hair was perfect. Then again, my literary agent’s helmet of silver hair was always perfect. Everyone in the publishing world called Alberta Pryce the Silver Fox partly because of her hair but mostly because she’d been the shrewdest literary agent in New York City for thirty-five years. Had represented the likes of John Cheever, Norman Mailer, Kurt Vonnegut, and that tall, dashing young superstar Stewart Hoag. That would be me.


And this would be a story from the earliest days of my non-chosen second career as a celebrity ghostwriter that I’ve never shared with you before. It began almost exactly five years ago in the frigid February of 1989, right there in Trader Vic’s, and ended less than a week later on the shores of sunny Southern California. One of the reasons why I’ve never mentioned it is that the project never got off the ground. Real life got in the way, which it has a nasty habit of doing, and real life ended up costing four people their lives. The other reason why I’ve kept it to myself is that I promised someone I would. But for reasons that will eventually become clear to you I’m no longer bound by that promise. I should warn you that this isn’t a pretty story. No story that involves rich, famous people is ever pretty. But I ghosted half a dozen best-selling celebrity memoirs before I at long last found my own voice again, and I must warn you that this particular misadventure stands out in my mind as the single most sordid.


The Silver Fox was wearing those oversized round glasses of hers that made her look like a devious owl, a burgundy shawl-collared cashmere cardigan, gray flannel slacks, and white silk blouse adorned with a silver brooch of a fox that had been given to her many years earlier by Daphne du Maurier. I wore the charcoal glen-plaid suit from Strickland & Sons, Savile Row, with a pale blue shirt and navy blue and pink polka-dot bow tie. I’d checked my trench coat and fedora along with Lulu’s duck-billed rain hat at the coat rack when we’d arrived at Trader Vic’s, the famously kitschy tiki bar that was down a flight of stairs in the basement of the Plaza Hotel on Fifth Avenue. An icy cold rain was falling that day and Lulu is susceptible to sinus infections. She snores when she gets them. I know this because she likes to sleep on my head.


For as long as I’d been an aspiring novelist, successful novelist, and stoned-out wreck of a novelist—which is to say for as long I’d lived in New York City—Trader Vic’s had been, by unwritten accord, the designated safe haven where literary and theatrical people could meet in public without meeting in public. If a major Broadway star was cheating on his wife, he could safely meet another woman, or man, for a discreet drink there. If a best-selling author was being lured to another house by its editor in chief, the luring took place there. Once you descended into that dimly lit basement grotto you became legally blind. If you saw someone you knew, you didn’t see them and they didn’t see you. Liz Smith, Cindy Adams and the other gossip columnists respected this unwritten accord and never so much as mentioned Trader Vic’s. Sadly, an attention-starved real estate developer/ tabloid clown named Donald Trump had just bought the Plaza and would soon terminate Trader Vic’s lease because he thought the place lacked class. But that winter, it was still the place to be.


Maybe my name is familiar to you. I was, for a brief, golden time in the early eighties, the Silver Fox’s hottest client—as big a star as a first novelist could ever hope to be. Hell, the New York Times Book Review called me the first major new literary voice of the 1980s. My novel, Our Family Enterprise, sold so many copies that it made me rich and famous. I married Joe Papp’s loveliest and most gifted young discovery, the Oscar and Tony Awardwinning actress Merilee Nash, and for a while we were New York’s it couple. We bought an apartment on Central Park West with eight windows overlooking the park. We zipped around town in a red 1958 Jaguar XK150 with wire spoke wheels. And we got a basset hound, Lulu, the only dog who’s ever had her own inscribed water bowl at Elaine’s. I’d kept my crappy, unheated fifth-floor walk-up apartment on West Ninety-Third to use as an office. And it turned out to be a good thing I did because it meant that I had somewhere to live after Merilee kicked me out. The pressure to produce an even bigger and better second novel was too much for me to handle. I got writer’s block, snorted my career up my nose and ended up broke and alone, unless you count Lulu. Merilee had been very patient and understanding with me, right up until I started sleeping with her friends. That was when she filed for a divorce. She ended up with the apartment on Central Park West and the Jaguar. She also ended up married to that fabulously successful British playwright Zach somebody.


I read about it in Liz Smith’s column.


By the summer of ‘87 I owed money all over town and was facing the prospect of Lulu and me living out of a shopping cart in Riverside Park, until the Silver Fox talked me into ghosting a memoir for a famous Hollywood comic of the 1950s, Sonny Day, a notoriously difficult nut who’d hired and fired every lunch-pail ghost in New York. But he hadn’t encountered me. I’m plenty difficult myself. And my ego is so huge it recently applied for statehood. We fought like crazy, but ended up producing a major best-selling memoir. True, a couple of untimely deaths did occur along the way, but let’s not dwell on that.


I bent over, kissed Alberta on the cheek, and gazed at her barely touched piña colada. “Since when do you drink anything other than straight bourbon?”


“I was feeling festive,” she said dryly, lighting a Newport with a silver lighter. “Care to join me?”


“Have you ever known me to feel festive?” I slid into the booth across from her, ordered a Kirin beer for myself and a small platter of shrimp tempura for my short-legged partner, who has rather unusual habits—and the breath to prove it. She circled around three times under the table before curling up on my feet, where she waited patiently for her treat.


“And bring me a straight bourbon,” Alberta said to our waiter.


“Not feeling festive anymore?” I asked.


“To be honest, I just realized I’m going to need something stronger because of what I’m about to tell you.”


Right away, I felt my stomach muscles tighten. “You’re not dropping me, are you? You sold my first two short stories to the New Yorker. You’re the only agent I’ve ever had. I’ll be lost without you. In fact, I doubt anyone else will take me on.”


“I’m not dropping you, Hoagy. Stop being a neurotic writer.”


“Is there any other kind?”


Alberta studied me through those glasses of hers. “Are you getting any writing done?”


“Feel free to ask me anything else.”


“How are you holding up financially?”


“Try again.”


“Okay, do you hear from Merilee?”


“She sent me a Christmas card.”


“That was cordial.”


“Wasn’t it?”


Our waiter brought me my beer and Lulu her shrimp. I sampled my beer, found it a bit flat, and sprinkled some salt on it.


“I saw her in that lavish film adaptation of Zach’s play,” Alberta said. “I hate to say this, because I adore her so, but it’s the first performance of hers that I haven’t liked. She seemed to be going through the motions.”


“I had the very same reaction. Mind you, I thought that his play was hugely overrated, not that I mean to sound bitter or petty.”


“Of course not. You’re a bigger person than that, dear boy.”


“No, I’m really not. But it was nothing more than bad Pinter, and there’s nothing that lies flatter and deader on the stage floor than bad Pinter. Putting it on film in the lush, green Dorset countryside didn’t help it one bit. Just made it seem even flatter and deader. I could see it in Merilee’s eyes. That she knew it was bad, I mean. Not that I’ve given it much thought.”


“She did her best work when you two were together. You inspired her.”


“It’s true, I did. Right up until I broke her heart.” I sipped my beer. “So what are we doing here? What’s with all the secrecy?”


“There’s someone whom I thought you should meet. Might be something extremely profitable in it for you.”


“Another show-biz memoir?”


“Not exactly.”


“Why didn’t you just tell me about it over the phone?”


“Because if I had you would have said no.”


“This sounds mighty promising.”


“I’ve never lied to you, Hoagy. I’ve got mixed feelings about this one myself. But I figured it was at least worth a face-to-face conversation.” She glanced up. “Ah, here he is . . .”


Our waiter was leading a tall, lean, extremely tanned man in his fifties who possessed an aura of confidence and power toward our table, and right away I understood why she’d been so secretive. The only people who are that deeply tanned in February are Left Coasters. We New Yorkers generally tend to develop a ghostly, slightly greenish pallor by mid-January. He was most certainly Hollywood from head to toe with his long, silver-streaked blond hair that he combed straight back and gathered in a pigtail. He wore a tweed jacket, a western-style flannel shirt with snaps instead of buttons, pressed blue jeans, and cowboy boots. He was handsome enough to be a movie actor but wasn’t one, although he did appear quite often on television. He was Jack Dymtryk, one of the two or three top entertainment lawyers in the movie business. If one film studio or talent agency was negotiating to gobble up another one, they called in Jack Dymtryk. The man was a great white shark.


But that was only one of the reasons why I knew who he was.


The other was that he was the father of Nikki Dymtryk.


Jack greeted Alberta warmly and gave me an easy, relaxed grin. I stood and shook his hand. His grip was strong, his hand dry. He was an inch or two taller than me, which made him close to six feet five. On his left wrist he wore a Rolex Zenith Daytona chronograph, the watch of choice of professional racers.


“What do you drive?” I asked him.


“A Lamborghini Countach 5000 QV,” he said as he sat, ordered a Perrier with a twist of lime, and gave Lulu a friendly pat on the head.


“That’s the one with the longitudinally mounted V-12 engine and gull wing doors. Like it?”


“Love it. My wife, Pam, hates it. Or I should say hates the door. She’s convinced it’s going to fall on her and brain her, even though my mechanic has checked it three times. So I have to open and close it for her.”


“That’s because she wants to make a dramatic entrance and exit. She is an actress, after all.” His second wife, Pam Hamilton, star of the prime-time TV soap opera Mill Valley, was a gorgeous dark-eyed brunette in her midthirties, which made her at least fifteen years younger than Jack.


He gave me that relaxed grin again. “I guess you’d know all about that.”


I sipped my beer in silence. At my feet, Lulu made a low, unhappy noise.


“Sorry,” Jack said. “Didn’t mean to summon sour memories.”


“You didn’t. They haven’t gone anywhere.”


“The surf was up Sunday morning,” he said, deftly shifting topics. “I took the Countach out to my beach house up past Malibu in Trancas at seven A.M. and cruised PCH—Pacific Coast Highway—at a hundred miles per hour. My idea of a slice of heaven. So is my beach house. I have one of the last of the honest old shacks that’s still left out there. I haven’t gussied it up one bit since I bought it back in the sixties. I pull into my driveway, close my eyes and I’m the real me again, driving my VW bus with my board in back and the Beach Boys playing ‘Surfin’ Safari’ on the radio.”


“You like to surf?”


“Love it. My kid brother, Kenny, and I grew up in Santa Monica. The wrong side of the tracks but walking distance to the beach. Our dad was a plumber. Our mom waited tables at the Fox and Hounds on Wilshire. Surfing was my whole life when I was a teenager. And it’s still how I maintain my sanity in this crazy business. Nikki and her sister, Lisa, who’s two years older, practically grew up in Trancas when summer vacation arrived. I’d commute to the office as often as I could, and weekends we’d spend hours in the water together. Build a bonfire at night and eat s’mores. They loved it. So did Kenny, his wife Enid, and little Kenny Junior. They’d come out to stay all the time. And if Rita was on hiatus . . .” His first wife, Rita Copeland, had been a gorgeous TV actress, too. The man had a definite type. “We’d slip away to Europe for a genuine vacation while Kenny and Enid would stay out there with the kids.”


Kenny was Jack’s partner of sorts—the top business manager in town. He handled the financial affairs of everyone from moguls to major screen and rock ‘n’ roll stars. Worked out of the same suite of offices in Beverly Hills as Jack. Got his undergraduate degree at Dartmouth and his MBA from Wharton. Jack had never left home. Got both his BA and law degree from UCLA.


Our waiter brought him his Perrier and glanced down at Lulu’s clean plate. “She wants seconds, maybe?”


Lulu let out a low whoop, her tail thumping.


“That’s a yes,” I said as he whisked her plate away, chuckling to himself.


“So this is the famous Lulu,” Jack said, patting her some more.


“Indeed. I got her in the divorce. Lost the apartment, lost the ‘58 Jaguar XK150 . . .”


“And a genuine class act when you lost Merilee.”


“Correct.”


He took a small sip of his Perrier, letting out a rueful sigh. “I lost everything myself when my marriage to Rita imploded.” Rita Copeland had been the star of a hit spy series back in the midsixties. Also one of my first adolescent crushes—right up there with Diana Rigg and Anne Francis. No one could flare her nostrils in the super sexy way Rita could. But she was over fifty now and didn’t get offered many roles anymore. It’s not a kind business for actresses who get paid to be adolescent crush objects. “Pam is wonderful. You’ll have to come over for dinner when you come out.”


I blinked at him. “I’m coming out?”


He frowned at Alberta. “You haven’t filled him in yet?”


“I’m afraid Hoagy still has no idea why he’s here. I’ve left the proposition entirely up to you.” Alberta lit a Newport as the waiter arrived with another plate of shrimp tempura for Lulu. “But I should warn you that Lulu’s a fast eater, so you have approximately sixty seconds to make your pitch.”


“More like thirty,” I said, not liking where this conversation was, or I should say wasn’t, going. “What’s this all about?”


His eyes met mine. “Nikki.”


“Alberta was absolutely right. If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have come.”


The reason being that Nikki Dymtryk was the shallowest, sleaziest, most distasteful celebrity of the past several years, a potent downward drag on American popular culture who had, by the age of twenty-three, enjoyed a meteoric rise to superstardom despite a total absence of any acting or singing talent. Her one and only gift was knowing how to use her blond, beautiful good looks and killer bod to brazenly, calculatingly sleep her way up a ladder of so many male celebrities that she’d become famous for being famous. I considered getting up and leaving right then, but Jack Dymtryk was an important man and I owed him the professional courtesy of at least hearing him out.


But first let me tell you a bit more about Nikki. She never used her last name, by the way. She was simply Nikki, same as Madonna was simply Madonna. Except that Madonna could sing. Kind of.


Nikki’s career—I guess I have to call it that—began in 1984 when she was a senior at Beverly Hills High. Nikki, her sister Lisa, Jack, and Rita lived in a hilltop mansion off Coldwater Canyon on a street that bordered Beverly Hills but was technically considered part of Bel Air. Still, Jack called in some favors and got her into Beverly Hills High, same as he had Lisa before her. Unlike Lisa, a serious and highly gifted student at the Otis Arts Institute whose field was fashion design, Nikki was a spoiled wild child who routinely ditched classes to get stoned with her friends. All she wanted to do was party. And she was so rich and beautiful that she was accustomed to taking and getting whatever—and whomever—she wanted. Seemingly, Jack and Rita made no effort to instill any personal discipline in her. They were much too preoccupied with their own lives. Jack was busy having a torrid affair with Pam. And Rita was trying, and failing, to keep her sexpot acting career alive by means of endless rounds of plastic surgery.


Nikki had the looks and the contacts to follow in her mother’s footsteps, but no interest in acting, a career that requires training, discipline, and hard work. But she did have ambition, and launched her own career at age eighteen when she asked Jack to snag her and a friend backstage passes to a We Are You concert at the Forum. We Are You was the hottest boy band in America. Every teenage girl in the country was gaga over its four heartthrob members—especially lead singer Trey Sinclair. Nikki promptly maneuvered her way into his bed and his life. When he left the band at her urging to launch a solo career, his first album, Me, Alone, became a mega platinum hit thanks in no small part to Nikki’s appearance in the steamy video on MTV for his hit single, “Take Me,” which consisted of her climbing in and out of bed with him wearing almost no clothing.


In fact, the video was so hot it inspired a hit song by the hip-hop artist H Rapper Brown (né Clarence Jackson) that was mostly a tribute to the awesomeness of Nikki’s shapely ass, which led to Nikki modeling that shapely, oiled-up ass in Playboy. Practically overnight, Nikki had the distinction of owning the most famous ass in America. She and her famous ass promptly ditched Trey for H Rapper Brown, which did not go over well with Brown’s rapper girlfriend, Lil’ Bit’ch (née Diane Chichester), who shot up Nikki’s yellow Porsche Carrera with a SIG when she spotted it parked next to Brown’s Hummer at a club on Sunset that was popular with the young, hot and restless. Nikki was so thrilled by the bullet holes that she decided to leave them there as a mark of distinction. However, things soon turned seriously ugly when Brown got into a shoving match in a recording studio with Da Real (né Reggie Witherspoon), a rough-edged gangsta rapper from Compton who considered himself more authentically street than Brown. Angry words were exchanged by members of the two performers’ posses, and later that night Brown was killed in a drive-by shooting at a fastfood restaurant. Da Real and his posse were questioned but not charged due to lack of evidence. A terrified Lil’ Bit’ch decided to spend some quality time with her mom in Atlanta and disappeared from the LA scene.


An equally terrified Nikki made a quick career pivot to athletes. Even though she’d barely managed to graduate from Beverly Hills High, Jack had major pull at UCLA, where she was accepted—although she never attended classes. She was too busy seducing the Bruins’ golden boy, all-American quarterback Rick Smith, who fell so madly in love with her that he wanted her to move to Buffalo with him when he was selected in the first round of the NFL draft by the Bills. Nikki took a pass, so to speak, and moved on to a Cy Young Award-winning pitcher for the LA Dodgers until his wife got wise to it. After that she changed food groups and jumped into bed with the young star of Steven Spielberg’s newest film.


Practically every suburban teenage girl in America wanted to be Nikki. She was rich, blond, and beautiful. Wore incredible clothes. Slept with any hot, famous guy she wanted to. Had no cares or responsibilities. Didn’t have to go to school or work or do anything except flit from one celebrity party to another. She was like a fantasy figure to them. She was also a major tabloid celebrity. It was impossible to sneak a peek at the front page of the National Enquirer or to flick on Entertainment Tonight without bumping into the dirty details of her latest sexcapade.


It was at this point that Jack Dymtryk was approached by a bright, inventive young producer-director who’d just left Merv Griffin Enterprises, the production gold mine responsible for Jeopardy! and Wheel of Fortune, to strike out on his own. It seemed he’d been having quiet conversations with a second-tier cable channel that was hungry for original programming, and had dreamed up Being Nikki. His insanely simple idea was, as the title suggested, to film Nikki being Nikki for an unscripted hour-long “reality TV” show that would run three times a week for twelve weeks and follow Nikki on camera living her fabulous life—shopping for clothes, lunching with friends, going out on the town with whomever she was out on the town with. Wherever Nikki went a camera crew would be right there with her. If she was at home with her family, then the camera crew would be there, too, which meant that Jack, Rita, and Lisa would serve as peripheral characters and go with the improvised flow. But, mostly, the camera would be on Nikki—from the moment she woke up in the morning until her head hit the pillow at night, wherever she was, whomever she was with. The young producer-director would be there at all times to steer things along and suggest ideas for improvised dialogue if the filming turned flat. And, naturally, whatever wasn’t lively and frisky would be edited out. But he was positive that a) Nikki was a natural, and b) millions of teenage girls would tune in religiously to watch her living her fantasy life.


As I don’t need to tell you, Being Nikki ended up becoming not only a major cultural phenomenon but a trailblazer that paved the way for other “reality TV” shows that would follow in the seasons to come, such as Fox’s COPS and MTV’s Real World.


Jack Dymtryk wasn’t sold on the idea at first. But he was also no fool. If the show flopped, it would run for a month on an obscure cable channel and disappear. If it succeeded, then Nikki, who said she thought it sounded “kinda cool,” would become famous beyond her wildest dreams. Rita was all for it. Anything to get back on camera. Lisa, who was painfully shy, wanted nothing to do with it—until, that is, Jack ran the idea past his brother. Kenny was immediately excited about the merchandising possibilities. Nikki was a style icon. Millions of girls wanted to wear whatever she wore. What if Lisa designed a line of sleepwear, sportswear, slinky party dresses, or whatever else she wanted for her? Possibly even branched out into skin- and hair-care products, too? All of which Nikki would wear or use in the show. The family would make millions. Kenny envisioned it as a family business enterprise—a Dymtryk co-production—with the lion’s share of the licensing rights belonging to the family. And he was so gung ho that he convinced Lisa to go along with the idea. She designed a silky, slinky, curve-hugging sleep shirt for Nicki to wear to bed in the first episode. Within forty-eight hours of the show’s premiere, girls were clamoring for it at every department store in America. They couldn’t make them fast enough. And when Nikki dried off after a shower and rubbed her long, beautiful legs with an exotic lemon verbena-scented body lotion that Lisa had devised with an herbalist, it disappeared from the shelves overnight. And that was just for openers.


Being Nikki premiered in the spring of 1986 and garnered a huge amount of attention thanks to the obscenity-laced shouting match in the parking lot of Spago between Nikki and her current movie-star boyfriend—by now she’d moved on to sampling the Warren Beatty generation—and the champagne bottle she hurled at his Ferrari, missing it by ten feet and breaking the windshield of a limo that belonged to Max Diamond, the president of Panorama Studios. The police were called. Max, who’d been getting out of the limo at the time, pressed charges against Nikki. Jack had to fish her out of jail since her middle-aged moviestar boyfriend was long gone by then. There’s no such thing as chivalry in Hollywood. Not since Errol Flynn died. Jack drove Nikki home, where she donned the sexy sleep shirt Lisa had designed for her, climbed into bed, and complained tearfully to a sympathetic Rita over the closing credits that all men were “shits.” The word “shits” was bleeped out.


The next-day reviews of the premiere episode of Being Nikki called it everything from “utter garbage” to “a new low.” Daily Variety labeled Nikki a “serial slut.” The Los Angeles Times slammed the show, yet also grudgingly acknowledged that its star was a total natural on camera. “In fact,” wrote the Times, “it’s as if the camera isn’t there at all.” Meanwhile, her fans responded loud and clear. Being Nikki scored the highest ratings that its cable channel had ever received. And when the episode was repeated the following night, the ratings almost doubled. In the second episode, she met up with several friends at a Malibu beach house party, then ended up at another party at the house of a very famous British rock star, where she drank too much, had sex in an upstairs bedroom with a young actor whom she’d known for thirty minutes, and passed out. When she woke up in the morning, alone in bed, she didn’t know where she was or how she’d gotten there. She did manage to get a lift home from a member of the catering crew, but she never did find her shoes. Or her panties.


Welcome to Being Nikki.


Not surprisingly, several prominent Evangelical Christian leaders called for an immediate nationwide boycott of any companies that sponsored the show, which not only failed but boosted its ratings even higher.


As the wildly successful Season One moved on to Season Two, the Dymtryk family became significantly more fractured and Being Nikki morphed into a real-life Hollywood soap opera. First, Jack gathered Nikki and Lisa around the dinner table to inform them in a halting, emotional voice that he intended to divorce their mother and marry Pam. Rita sat through her husband’s announcement with remarkable calm because it so happened she had an announcement of her own to make—she’d fallen madly in love with George Moran, the burgundy-voiced six o’clock anchorman of one of LA’s network news affiliates. George was a rising star who was targeted for a network anchor slot in New York. He was also fifteen years younger than Rita. No matter. Out moved Jack and in moved George, who married Rita after her divorce from Jack was finalized.


But George turned out to be not exactly who Rita thought he was. For one thing, the anchorman seemed to want a career in show business more than broadcast journalism. By eagerly joining the cast of Being Nikki his credibility was so seriously compromised that he was immediately fired as a news anchor—although he did latch on as an entertainment reporter for one of the local stations. His relationship with his older bride then took an unexpected twist when he informed Rita that he was having an affair with Rory Krieger, the house’s thirtyish live-in pool boy and handyman. Rory, who had a scraggly Sundance Kid moustache and blond ponytail, hailed from Fresno and had made his way to LA in search of fame and fortune. He didn’t get the fortune but he did get the fame when George announced he was moving out of Rita’s luxurious master bedroom and into Rory’s tiny room off the kitchen. Rita promptly took an overdose of sleeping pills and had to be rushed to the hospital to have her stomach pumped.


What with all these juicy domestic goings on, Nikki’s bad-girl sex life began to get less and less screen time in a show that was supposed to be about her bad-girl sex life. As do all meteoric show-biz phenomena, Being Nikki hit a plateau. After three seasons, it was still popular but was no longer the sort of must-see TV that was chattered about at office watercoolers. The buzz was no longer buzzing.


And now the Silver Fox, Lulu, and I were having a clandestine drink in Trader Vic’s with the Hollywood lawyer/ power broker who was Nikki’s father.


“I must confess to being a tiny bit lost. What am I doing here?”


“Excellent question,” Jack responded. “Right to the point. Being Nikki has been a wild success but, just between us, the ratings for the twelve episodes of Season Three fell twenty percent below Season Two. The consensus from the focus group studies undertaken by the cable network was that the younger sisters of the girls who’d tuned in because they wanted to be just like Nikki don’t want to be just like Nikki. They want to be just like someone new. Kenny has seen a slide in the sales of Nikki’s clothing and beauty products, too. We haven’t been canceled. They’re perfectly willing to milk it for one more season. But I’m an adherent of the Branch Rickey school of talent management.”


“As in it’s better to trade a popular All-Star player one year too soon rather than one year too late.”


“Exactly. We’re pulling out while Nikki is still considered a hot commodity. Being candid, the decision didn’t go down too well with the fifty-one people whose livelihoods depend on the show. I’m talking about cameramen, soundmen, electricians, production assistants, and so on. They were supremely pissed off, and I don’t blame them one bit. It wasn’t an easy decision to throw them out of work. But it was my decision to make and I made it. As a goodwill gesture, I gave each of them a five-thousand-dollar bonus, provided they signed a confidentiality agreement until we’re ready to break the news. Which they did, grudgingly I’ll admit, but so far each and every one of them has honored the agreement. The public doesn’t know a thing about it yet. No one knows, because we want it to appear as if launching Nikki’s newest venture is her own idea rather than something that was forced upon her by slumping ratings.”


“And what is her newest venture?” I asked as I took a sip of my beer.


“She’s going to become a best-selling author.”


I did it. I actually performed a genuine, vintage-era Danny Thomas spit take. “Forgive me, but I truly didn’t see that one coming,” I said, glancing over at Alberta, who was carefully avoiding any and all eye contact with me.


“I’ve been working with Sylvia James, the editor in chief of Guilford House,” Jack went on. “She approached us last fall with what, speaking candidly, sounded like a crazy idea. But after Kenny and I talked it over it started to make a lot of sense. Sylvia sees Nikki, who is currently twenty-three but would most likely be twenty-six by the time the book hits the stores, as someone who Guilford House can position as the next generation’s Jackie Collins, which is to say an author of sexy, spicy Hollywood romance novels that would appeal to younger readers, who they happen to be losing in droves. Romance novels, as you no doubt know but I did not, constitute twenty percent of the adult fiction market. They’re a vital part of the business. And Nikki has always been an avid fan of them. The bookshelves in Trancas are loaded with the paperbacks she used to devour on the beach. Sylvia has been desperately searching for a young author who can write books that are as racy and uninhibited as Nikki is, and it suddenly dawned on her, well, why not Nikki herself? Nikki’s been involved with all sorts of famous men. She knows the movie scene, the rock music scene. And, naturally, readers will be keenly interested in trying to figure out how much of her book is a tell-all in disguise. Sometimes in fiction you can tell the whole truth in a way that you can’t in nonfiction.”


“Yes, I’m aware of that.”


“I’m sitting here talking to a prestigious author and I just said something incredibly stupid, didn’t I? What was it the New York Times called you? The ‘first major new literary voice of the nineteen-eighties’?”


“Something vaguely like that. I don’t recall the exact words,” I said as Lulu coughed at my feet. She does that because she doesn’t know how to laugh.


“Women of all ages will gobble up every word Nikki writes. She’s a genuine celebrity. I can see her on Oprah. I can see her on The Tonight Show. I can see her on a national author tour signing books by the thousands at major bookstores. More importantly, so can Sylvia, who has given her a $250,000 advance with an option for two more books that would bring the total contract to a million dollars. We’ve already set the Dymtryk family wheels in motion. Lisa is planning to fly to Paris to study the latest designs in eyewear. She wants to put Nikki in a pair of glasses. And she’s sketching out an entirely new wardrobe for her that’s still sexy but less wild child and more creative freethinker.”


“Sounds as if your operation is a well-oiled machine,” I said. “You’ve got everything happening—except for the actual book. Only, Nikki won’t be writing a single word of it, will she? You need someone to ghost it for her. Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.” On Jack’s silence I said, “Am I getting warm?”


“Quite warm,” he conceded quietly.


I turned to Alberta and said, “Sonny Day’s memoir was one thing, but since when do I ghost spicy bodice rippers?”


She lit another Newport, dragging on it deeply. “I’ll admit it sounds a bit daft at first, but you might have some fun knocking out a racy story chock-full of sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll. And you’d be writing fiction again. Absolutely no one will ever know that you’re involved. Sylvia is determined to promote Nikki as its author. She genuinely believes Nikki has franchise potential.”


I considered this for a moment. “How many, Jack?”


“How many what?”


“How many female romance writers has Nikki already rejected?”


“Nothing slips by you, does it?” he said wryly. “Sylvia offered us our choice of three different women, all experienced middle-aged pros. Each one wrote Nikki the first sixty pages of the book as a kind of audition. Nikki hated their work so intensely that Sylvia tried giving a younger writer a shot. Still no luck. In fact, Nikki blasted Sylvia up, down, and sideways. Told her that every submission she was sending her came across like a crappy formula romance written by a no-talent hack.”


“Because that’s exactly what they were. Dumb your daughter is not.”


“No, she’s not. Nikki has a very keen bullshit detector. And, thus far, Sylvia has failed so miserably at finding her the right sort of writer that she suggested I phone Alberta, who’s the most astute literary agent in New York, and pick her brain for some other names. Without so much as a moment’s hesitation she mentioned you.”


“Why me?”


“Because you’re on Nikki’s wavelength,” he said. “You’re a rebel. You did the punk-rock scene in the seventies. Had a coke problem. Know the ins and outs of show business. You’re also a supremely gifted writer who’s way out of the league of the others whom Sylvia has thrown at Nikki so far. I know you happen to be going through a tough time right now. We all go through them. Believe me, I have. When I split up with Rita, I lost nearly everything. All I managed to hold on to was my shack in Trancas. Hoagy, I’m betting that you can do what the other writers couldn’t—find a voice for Nikki. I understand that you’ve lost your own. Maybe this will help you get it back. Meanwhile, you’ll get paid $50,000 for your troubles.”


“What percentage of the royalties are we talking about?”


“We’re talking about no percentage of the royalties,” he said, shifting gears from sympathetic confidante to slick Hollywood lawyer faster than you can say INXS. “That’s nonnegotiable.”


“In that case there’s no point in talking any further,” I said, climbing to my feet. “Sorry we wasted each other’s time, although I genuinely enjoyed meeting you.”


Jack glared at me before he let out an exasperated sigh. “You can tell how desperate I am, can’t you?”


“It doesn’t take a genius to figure that out—although I am one, according to the Atlantic Monthly.”


“Okay, fine. If you can actually pull this off, I’ll include royalty participation.”


“I’ll need that in writing,” Alberta murmured at him.


“You’ll get it.”


I settled back down in my chair. “Anything else I need to know?”


“That you’d better not fail.”


“I won’t fail. But why do you say that?”


“Because I know Nikki, and she’s going to lose interest in this whole idea very soon and go back to throwing her life away on drugs, parties, and lousy men.” Jack ran his hand over his head thoughtfully. “None of the other writers spent any time with Nikki and got a chance to know her before they started writing. Sylvia assured me it wasn’t necessary. Looking back, I think it was a mistake to not include her in the early stages of the creative process. What I’d like to do is fly you first class out to LA for, say, a week. You and Lulu both. Alberta has already informed me that you don’t go anywhere without her.” Under the table, Lulu’s tail started thumping immediately. She loves LA in the winter. Balmy weather. Unlimited sushi. “I’ll pay you ten thousand bucks out of my own pocket for your time. Rita has a half dozen guest rooms in the Being Nikki house. You can stay in one of them. Get a sense of who Nikki is. Listen to what she has to say. I think you’ll find her quite intriguing. Just please . . .” He trailed off uncomfortably. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t jump in bed with her.”


“That would never happen. It would be unprofessional.”


“Good,” he said with obvious relief. “After a week, you can fly back home and write those sixty pages. You’ll still come out ten grand ahead even if Nikki reads them and says no.”


“She won’t.”


“Not exactly lacking in the self-esteem department, are you? Good. If Nikki thinks she can walk all over you, then we’ll just be looking at another failed attempt.” Jack Dymtryk gazed across the table at me. “Will you do it?”


I looked over at the Silver Fox. “What do you think?”


“Dear boy, if I didn’t believe it was a good idea you wouldn’t be here. Besides, look at it from another perspective. Exactly how were you planning to pay your rent next month?”


I showed Jack Dymtryk my most earnest smile. “When do we leave?”
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