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Preface










“I’ve got some bad news for you,” said director Jamie Stone.




She was holding my screenplay in what seemed contemptuous hands.




“Uh, what?” I asked.




“Most screenplays are not written in the past tense,” she said severely.




“Oh,” I say. “Who knew?”















Book One
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WE WALK ACROSS A PARKING LOT FILLED WITH A LARGEherd of fancy cars. A mammoth Mercedes SUV is parked beside a miniature Mercedes convertible with the top down. They look like a car cow and car calf.




“This is where the western set used to be,” says JAMIE STONE, whose ancestors were named Stein. “They tore it down and turned it into a parking lot when they stopped making westerns.”




“Maybe it’s time they rebuilt it,” I say, “now that they’re making westerns again.”




“Chick, forget the plural,” she says. “They’re making western. And we’re lucky they’re doing even one. I can’t believe you talked them into it. Or wrote them into it. Or roped them into it.”




“Lucky for me I didn’t know enough not to write one. God loves a dumb country boy, you know.”




“Dumb like a coyote.”




“You know, I miss that old western set.”




“You never even saw it.”




“I miss it anyhow.”




I miss lots of things I’ve never seen. I miss my great-great-great-ever-so-great-grandfather Jimmy Goodnight, who will be the hero of our movie. And I miss my great-great-great-ever-so-great-




grandmother Revelie Goodnight, who will be our heroine. Jimmy grew up on the Texas frontier, but Revelie was Boston-bred. According to the script and history, Jimmy Goodnight invented ranching in West Texas, and so you could say he invented the cowboy as well. He even promulgated what he called the “Code of the West.” After his death, Revelie cured Texas tick fever and raised their son, my great-great-great-grandfather Percy Young “Pyg” Goodnight, who carried a silver gun made by Tiffany. I miss Jimmy Goodnight’s great Home Ranch, which has long since been broken up and sold off. I miss Jimmy and Revelie and Pyg and the Home Ranch and the real Old West and the unreal Old West sets in Hollywood. I miss the values. So I am going to try to bring all that back to life as a movie.




I’m glad I’m making my first movie with Jamie Stone, who is about five seven, blond, green-eyed, and—as many have told her—too pretty to be a director. It isn’t just that I like most of the movies she has directed. It is more that I feel totally relaxed with her. When I am with her, the constant tremor in my hands doesn’t stop, but at least it slows down. I wonder why I feel so comfortable with Jamie. And I feel comfortable with no one—man, woman, or child.




It has been that way ever since I met Jamie that first time, at the Polo Lounge in the Beverly Hills Hotel, for breakfast. Even before the eggs arrived, I knew she was going to direct my movie. Of course, she said she was going to direct a movie based on a recent bestseller, but I somehow knew she wouldn’t. I didn’t try to sell myself or my movie. I knew I didn’t have to. I even praised the bestseller and asked lots of questions about how she was going to translate it to the screen. But I already knew for sure that that movie had better start looking for another director. How had I known? I wish I knew.




After our breakfast together, Jamie went home, finished reading my book, and—that very afternoon—formally committed to directing my movie. The book, a biography of my family’s founding father, Old Goodnight, was something I managed to write while holding down a job as a reporter forThe Washington Post. I worked on it on my days off and whenever the city editor wasn’t looking. I was surprised when Hollywood started calling. What piqued the moviemakers’ interest—it turned out—were the parallels between Jimmy Goodnight’s story and the legend of King Arthur. Something that had always fascinated me, too. When Paramount bought the book, I quit my job at thePost in order to try to write the screenplay, which was a lot harder than I expected. When I showed the results of my efforts to Jamie, she probably had second thoughts about agreeing to be my director. Anyway, that was the day she informed me that most screenplays are not written in the past tense. We decided to start all over and write the script together.




We still haven’t finished the screenplay, but I am already on my way to meet the Paramount casting director. I can’t believe it and yet I’m not surprised at all. I wonder what casting will be like. Will the pretty actresses want to sleep with me in order to get a job? No, of course not. Hollywood has outgrown that cliché. The studio is so big that it takes us almost ten minutes to walk from our office on the west side of the lot all the way to the administration building on the east side.




“That’s it,” says Jamie.




The boss building looks like the set of a movie about Henry VIII. It is faux Tudor, with white stucco walls crisscrossed by dark wooden half-timbers. My sense of well-being, of relaxation, of comfort, begins to evaporate. Now I am going to have to meet and talk to other people. Entering the casting office, a suite of two rooms, one large and the other small, another cow and calf, I can feel my mouth going as dry as West Texas.




“Chick, meet Marion Douglas,” says Jamie. “She’s a legend.”




“You’re tall,” says MARION DOUGLAS, who is short and plain. “Nobody told me you were going to be tall.”




I am just under six six with curly red hair.




“Oh,” I say nervously.




Reaching out with a damp, trembling hand, I clasp her dry, firm hand. Of course hers is firm because, as a casting director, she has met thousands of other people, thousands of strangers. If she really is a legend, she might have met millions. She has gotten used to strangers. Having grown up in the small town of Spur, Texas, where I knew everybody, I am afraid I never will. Why don’t other people notice how frightening strangers are? It isn’t just that they might be dangerous; it is more that they make me feel so insignificant. I have never heard of them, and they have never heard of me. I am an amoeba in an ocean of strangers.




“Otherwise, I’ve heard great things about you,” says Marion.




“Me too,” I mumble uneasily.




Okay, I know I am lying, but I suspect she’s lying, too. So we’re even, aren’t we? But I realize she is a better liar than I am.




“Everybody on the lot is very excited about your movie,” Marion says.




All right, she is a much better liar than I am.




“That’s good news,” I fumble.




“Let’s all sit down,” Marion says.




In an unfamiliar room, I never know where to sit. Uncertain, I watch as Marion lowers herself into a well-padded chair and Jamie drops onto a couch and crosses her pretty legs. I wonder: Should I sit by Jamie or take the other chair? It seems an important decision. Fortunately, Jamie pats the cushion beside her. Grateful, I rush to join her on the couch, and exhale.




“I’ve got two stacks of pictures for you,” Marion says. Bending forward, she picks them up from the coffee table, one in each hand. One stack is much thicker than the other. “These are the girls who can act,” she says, shaking the smaller stack. “And these”—she shakes the bigger stack—“are the girls for your esteemed producer.”




“What?” I ask.




“Don’t ask,” says Marion. “We’ll start seeing people tomorrow, okay?”




 




As we walk back across the parking lot—the great car corral—I am still shaking my head.




“Is she serious about the girls for Buddy?” I ask.




“I’m afraid so,” Jamie says. “I hope you’re not too shocked.”




“But I thought that was just a Hollywood myth. Or only happened in the old days. Or, I dunno, was some outmoded cliché.”




“There’s a lot of truth in clichés. Not that I recommend them to a writer. I guess Buddy’s something of a throwback. I’m sure plenty of people think I had to sleep with him to get this job. Nothing I can do about that.”




I am surprised to find myself getting prudishly angry. “You mean the casting department is pimping for Buddy Dale?”




“I guess that’s one way to look at it,” Jamie says. “Of course, unfortunately for them, those girls are going to make the ultimate sacrifice in vain. Like the poor Johnny Rebs at Gettysburg. He’s just gonna mow them down.”




“We should warn them.”




“I know what, we’ll hire a plane to skywrite up and down the beach.”




“This isn’t funny.”




“See, Chick, I know from your book that you expect people to have codes. Not everybody does.”
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I GO HOME TO MY COUSIN, THE DAUGHTER OF MYfather’s baby brother, Uncle Johnny. She lives in an apartment that resembles a television set. It is a single-room box with one glass wall facing the lights of Los Angeles. This box is perched on the side of a hill in Laurel Canyon: It has a multimillion-dollar view for Wal-Mart rent. The glass wall has no curtains. The people down below could watch us like a television show if they cared to.




“Hi,” says SHARON.




I’m not surprised to find Sharon at home. She is usually at home. She is an out-of-work actress. Where does she have to go? But Iam surprised to find her in bed with a good-looking cowboy. I call him a cowboy because he still has his cowboy hat on.




“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say, retreating back out the sliding glass door.




Closing the door, I race back up the stone steps to my car. Driving up and down the Sunset Strip, I tell myself over and over not to think judgmental thoughts about Sharon or the cowboy either. She’s grown. She’s entitled. He’s entitled, too. She’s a woman, he’s a man, enough said. But I am still strangely shaken. What did I think: She was a virgin? Forget it. None of my business.




An hour later and low on gas, I return to the cul-de-sac, park once again, and slowly walk down the stone steps making lots of noise. I’m sure he’s left by now, but just in case…




I am surprised once again: The cowboy is still there, but at least he is no longer naked. He wears a cowboy shirt, Wrangler jeans, and scuffed boots. He still has his hat on. He is good-looking with a strong straight nose, light brown hair, Skoal tobacco in his mouth, and a satisfied look on his face.




My cousin Sharon sits beside him on the couch. Sharon has long, walnut hair that falls in an inverted V from the part in the middle of her forehead. She was the prettiest girl in Spur, Texas, and is now one of the prettiest in Los Angeles. She reminds me of Audrey Hepburn with breasts. She has the long graceful neck, the fine features, and cheekbones that stand up high like the mesas back home. Her eyes would make cornflowers and blue jays jealous. When she heard I was coming to Los Angeles to make a movie, she invited me to share her space and her rent.




“Chick,” Sharon says, unembarrassed, “get used to Chris Crosby.” It’s an expression from the Old West that she wouldn’t have used on just anybody. “Chris, this is my cousin that I told you about. Mr. Beginner’s Luck.”




CHRIS CROSBY gets up and shakes my hand in a way that lets me know he is stronger than I am. It almost hurts but not quite.




“Glad to know you,” Chris says. Not a cowboy to beat about the bush, he adds: “Maybe you could put in a good word for me. I’m a stuntman. I’d love to work on a movie about Sharon’s great-great-great-ever-so-fucking-great-granddad. That would be very special.”




“Please,” Sharon says. “Please, please.”




“Okay,” I say, not meaning it.




“That’s your way of saying ‘no.’ I’m serious,” she presses. “Promise me you’ll help out. You’ve explained to me why you can’t help me, nepotism and all that bullshit, but you can at least help Chris. He is fortunate enough not to be related.”




I sag under the implied accusation. “I’m so sorry, but I really couldn’t…”




“So you owe me, put in a good word for Chris.”




“Uh, well, all right, but a writer’s recommendation doesn’t mean much.”




“But you’ll do it?”




I hesitate and delay and shift feet several times. “Okay, but don’t expect too much. I’m just the writer. That’s all.”




“But you promise to do what you can?”




“Yeah.”




“I know you believe in some kinda code. Do you promise by that code that you’re not just blowing smoke up my ass?”




“Yeah.”




“Swear it.”




“Okay, I swear.”




“Thank you, thank you,” says Sharon. “Now all I have to do is get cast.”




“But…” I say.




I don’t finish the sentence because Sharon and Chris are kissing in such a way that I feel I should flee the apartment once again. And do.
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After another half hour driving around the neighborhood, I return to the apartment to find Sharon thankfully alone.




“Hi,” I say, trying to pretend I’m coming “home” for the first time. “I’m working for a son of a bitch.”




“You mean a bitch of a bitch, don’t you?” asks Sharon.




“No, not Jamie,” I say with a CHUCKLE. “I mean Buddy Dale.”




“What did he do to you?”




“Nothing to me. But he’s got the Paramount casting department pimping for him.”




“I’m not surprised.”




“You aren’t?”




“I’ve heard rumors.”




Sharon, who is six years younger than I am, has been in Hollywood almost a year longer than I have. She has done a half dozen student films, mostly USC Film School minimovies. One was a UCLA would-be feature, but the film student ran out of money halfway through. Plus she has done a thousand auditions.




“Did you ever audition for him?” I ask.




“I wish,” Sharon says.




“No, you don’t.”




“Yes, I do. Then maybe I could work on the movie with you and Chris. Wouldn’t that be perfect?”




“You’re dreaming.”




“That’s my specialty: dreams.”




We order a pizza from Domino’s and watch television inside the TV in which we live. She doesn’t mention getting Chris a job on my movie more than a hundred times.




 




I can’t sleep. Stretched out on a Salvation Army couch, I keep opening my eyes and staring out at the lights of the city. I expect those lights to go out one by one until the town is dark, but as far as I can tell none of them ever fades to black. Doesn’t anybody in Los Angeles sleep? It occurs to me that some of those lights probably belong to screenwriters who are busy writing while I am trying to sleep. They are getting ahead of me. Maybe I should get up and get busy, just to keep up, but then I would disturb my cousin, who is snoring softly in her bed. It is really just a mattress laid flat on the floor. I close my eyes, but they are soon open again. And all those screenwriting lights are still on and winking at me. Plus I am bored. I should get up and write, but what would my fingers say if I did get up? What if they didn’t say anything? What if my fingers were dumb and just sat there staring at me?




Feeling my trembling becoming worse, I get up slowly and quietly off the couch. I am still chastely dressed in my blue jeans and a badly wrinkled shirt. I prefer to sleep in my underwear but not in my cousin’s one-room apartment. Tiptoeing, I creep to my suitcase, where I have hidden my secret vice. I take them out and look at them, enjoying their familiar feel, and then I start twirling them.




These are the batons my parents gave me for Christmas long ago. Cheerleaders’ batons. Lead-the-




marching-band batons. They look like giant Q-tips. When I unwrapped them that Christmas morning, I was too young to know that boys didn’t twirl batons. By the time I found out—or had it forcefully pointed out to me by the other boys—I liked twirling too much to give it up. From then on I twirled in secret as I am doing now. I find twirling calms me down. Standing here, spinning in the dark, I can already feel the tension flowing out of my fingers into the batons. My hands stop shaking, and my mind starts working again.




I find myself thinking: Why not take another run at the all-important ax scene? It has been giving Jamie and me so much trouble that we have skipped it, promising ourselves we’ll solve it later. Maybe now is later. Here nobody is watching, not even my lightly snoring cousin, so nobody will know if it doesn’t work. What do I have to lose?




Putting my batons away—hiding them once again—I feel around in the dark until I find my backpack. Unzipping it, I pull out my Toshiba laptop, the big one with the fifteen-inch screen. Trying to move quietly, I carry it to the small table where the pizza box still yawns open with a single slice remaining inside. I put the computer on the table, open it, and push a silver button. Running on battery power, the screen illuminates and brightens the small room. It isn’t as bright as day, but it is twice as light as before. Sharon turns over on her mattress.




I put my hands on the keys. The trembling does not return. I open the file that contains our script in progress and stare at the big screen. Now is the moment. Either my fingers will talk to me, or they won’t.




They don’t.




So I open another file, this one just entitled “think,” and start typing:






Try to think about the big scene when he locks arms with destiny…I hate words like “destiny”…think about the ax…what does he think?…no, idiot, you can’t do thoughts in a movie…what to write?…Cut to the interior of Goodnight’s brain? Ha…Should it be a close-up? Ha ha!…







I think for a moment and then type:






Why not?







Switching from the “think” file back to the “script” file, I start typing faster:






EXT. COUNTY FAIR—AFTERNOON




JIMMY GOODNIGHT pushes his way through a boisterous crowd of big farm boys. At the center of the mob, he SEES (POV) an ax that is stuck in an anvil. It is surrounded by the debris of failure: broken ax handles left behind by all the strongmen who have tried to pull it out and had no luck. Jimmy approaches a CARNY MAN.




JIMMY GOODNIGHT




Excuse me, mister, I’d like to give it a try.




The Carny Man LAUGHS. His laughter is contagious. Soon all the big men and strapping boys are LAUGHING, too. The merriment grows and grows as the news spreads outward from the center of the crowd.




JIMMY GOODNIGHT




Here’s my nickel. Git outta the way.




CARNY MAN




Okay, kid, try not to hurt yourself, okay?




HEARING LAUGHTER and JEERS, Jimmy steps up to the anvil, drops to his knees out of respect, and then addresses the mass of iron.




JIMMY GOODNIGHT




Excuse me, O Great Anvil. I have great respect for your strength. Uh, I hope you also have respect for my weakness. I couldn’t possibly take your ax away from you, so I won’t try, but I hope you will give it to me willingly. You see, I need it a lot worse than you do. I need your ax so people will stop laughing at me.




The crowd continues to LAUGH and mock.




BIG FARM BOY #1




Look, he’s prayin’ to it!




BIG FARM BOY #2




It looks like he wants to hump it!




BIG FARM BOY #3




He’s makin’ love to it!




JIMMY GOODNIGHT




I need your ax so they will respect me.




Jimmy gets up off his knees, rises to his feet, places his hands on the wooden handle, and pulls gently as if helping up a girl who has fallen down.




JIMMY GOODNIGHT (CONT)




Ax, you will never leave my side. You will be my constant companion. If you help me, I will help you. You will no longer be a spectacle. You will no longer be pawed by strangers. My home will be your home. What do you say?




The anvil begins to loosen its iron grip. Jimmy gives the slightest tug and draws the ax from the anvil.




The crowd swallows its mean laughter and seems to choke on it. Jimmy smiles and raises the ax high over his head. The crowd falls utterly quiet and everybody starts backing up to give more room. Somebody at the back of the crowd CHEERS. Then other voices take up the HURRAH. The cheering becomes a mighty YELL.







“What?” gargles Sharon. “Who’s there?”




I resent her interrupting me at such a crucial moment, but at the same time I am secretly relieved. Now I have an excuse to put off facing—well, not the moment of truth exactly, but something like it.




“It’s me,” I say. “Your cousin. Remember? I live here now.”




“Oh.” She lifts her head and yawns. “You mean you didn’t break in to assault me.”




“Sorry.”




“Me too. Don’t forget about Chris.”




“Maybe I should get my own place.”




“No. Well, maybe. No, don’t do that.”




“Go back to sleep.”




“I’ll try, but I doubt it. Not with that click-clicking going on.”




“I said I’m sorry. And I won’t forget about Chris. I’m almost done. Anyway I hope so.”




“Good.”




Sharon puts her head back down and turns her back on me. Oh, great, now I have to hurry my way to the end of a difficult and important scene. I don’t need the pressure. Who asked her to wake up anyway? Well, I suppose I did with my clicking.




I have to refocus. Maybe a bite of pizza will help. I have a theory that any sensory input helps the imagination. The bite tastes good. Okay, here goes. Now it is time to do the impossible. Now I will attempt to cut to the interior of my great-great-




great-ever-so-great-grandfather’s mind, his brain, his unphotographable inner self:






Blinking, Jimmy stares up at the ax in his hand, at the sky, at the sun.




JIMMY GOODNIGHT


(VOICE OVER)




Horses whinny. Roosters crow. Bulls snort and kick up red dirt. A donkey brays. A red-tailed hawk screams high overhead. Mice squeak, grasshoppers leap high in the air, spiders stop their weaving and look around. Prairie dogs come up out of their burrows to see what has disturbed the universe. A turtle hurries. A baby cries in its mother’s arms. An old diamondback rattles its tail. A single drop of rain falls out of the pale blue sky and hits me right between my good eye and my bad one.




We HEAR the donkey, the hawk, the mice, the rattler, the baby CRYING. Then Jimmy lets out a SCREAM that begins as a war cry but ends in LAUGHTER. He shakes his new weapon at the heavens, and bees BUZZ loud about his head.







I close the computer and go back to bed or rather to couch. The other screenwriters’ lights are still on, but I close my eyes and dissolve in sleep.
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I PARK MY RENTAL IN THE BIG PARKING LOT WHEREthe western town used to be. My assigned spot is at the far north edge of the lot, about as far from the main entrance as you can get. I glance up at a huge painting—literally half a block wide and almost as high—of a beautiful blue sky. As if Los Angeles needed more blue sky. Looked down on by two skies, I begin the long walk to our office. I take a shortcut down a narrow alley, pass under the old Desilu water tower, and eventually arrive at a courtyard where our office is located. It is one of a dozen or more built around what the Italians would call a piazza. A small white shingle hangs outside withGOODNIGHT neatly lettered on it. I walk in.




“She’s not here yet,” says Becky, Jamie’s assistant.




Her full name is REBECCA BAKER and she is short, well shaped, and a California brown.




“Oh,” I say, a man of few words.




Passing through the small outer office, I move into the large inner office that I share with my director. Sinking into our puffy gray couch, I wait, more nervous than I usually am when I await Jamie. I am anxious to show her the new pages, but also apprehensive. I don’t think they are a masterpiece, but I like them. And of course I want her to like them, too, and like me as an extension of the pages. If she doesn’t like them, will she dislike me as well? Will she wish she had chosen the bestseller instead? Relax, just relax. My fingers play sixteenth notes on an invisible keyboard. Then thirty-second notes. I find myself staring at my single contribution to the decor of the office: a longhorn’s long horns nailed to the wall.




“Hi,” Jamie says. “Am I late?”




“No, I’m early,” I say.




“Did you get a good rest?”




“Actually I couldn’t sleep, so I did some writing.”




“Good. Let’s see.”




“I didn’t have a chance to print them out. Not yet. Maybe you could read them on my computer.”




“Sure.”




Balanced on my knees, my computer takes an agonizingly long time to boot up and get ready for the workday. When it finally reports for duty, I call up the new scene. Then I pass the laptop to Jamie, who carries it to our shared desk. She sits down and starts reading. I sit opposite her.




I WATCH (POV) as she LAUGHS and then LAUGHS again. Usually laughter is a good sign, but not in this case because this scene isn’t supposed to be funny. I cringe. Had I misspelled something? Had I inadvertently slipped into the past tense? Had I violated some other thou-shalt-not commandment of screenwriting? Or is she simply laughing because it is so bad? I shrivel.




“What’s so funny?” I ask, my fingers playing sixty-fourth notes.




Jamie’s face sobers. Opening her black canvas bag, which serves as her briefcase, makeup kit, pocketbook, and extra closet, she fishes around until she finds what she is looking for: a handful of crumpled pages. She hands them to me.




“Read this,” she says.




I start reading and I start LAUGHING. Unlike me, she had cut directly to the chase:






Jimmy studies the ax in his hand.




JIMMY GOODNIGHT


(VOICE OVER)




Horses whinny. Cocks crow. Mice squeal. A donkey hee-haws. A hawk screeches. A baby squalls. A diamondback hisses and rattles. Out of a blue sky, a drop of rain hits me in the face.







I LAUGH and LAUGH and stare at Jamie. I mouth “Oh, my God.” I mouth “Fuck.”




“Yeah, fuck all,” she says out loud. “What’s going on here? You didn’t peek in my window last night, did you?”




“No,” I say defensively, a little too quickly, a little too loudly. “I don’t even know where you live.”




“Relax, I was kidding.”




“Of course, I knew that.”




“Sure. Did anything like this ever happen to you before? Maybe you’re psychic.”




“No, never. What about you? Maybe you’re the psychic one.”




“Nope.” She shrugs. “Funny thing, huh?”




I CHUCKLE. “Yeah.”




“Before I read your scene, I wasn’t sure I was going to show you mine,” she says. “Because theoretically I’m sort of against voice-overs.” She pauses and then explains: “I learned screenwriting from the late and much lamented Jim Bridges. You know, he wrote and directedThe Paper Chase andThe China Syndrome. And before that, he worked for Alfred Hitchcock.”




“Oh,” I say, impressed.




“Hitchcock had a rule: Always try to write it without a voice-over. That’s cleaner. But if you’re having serious trouble, sometimes a voice-over will solve your problems.”




“Well, we tried, didn’t we?” I say.




“We did indeed. It would seem that somebody up there—or something out there, or something in here—wants us to use a voice-over. Sorry, Hitch. And not just any voice-over, but this voice-over. It feels like magic, doesn’t it? In a creepy but nice creepy sort of way?”




“Yeah, like the ax itself.”




“But that’s made up.”




“Not according to my family.” Then I remember, speaking of family, my promise to Sharon. “By the way, my cousin is completely besotted by a stuntman. She wants me to put in a good word for him. Maybe he could work on the show. I know this is totally inappropriate, but I promised her.”




“What’s his name?”




“Chris Crosby.”




“I’ve heard he’s good.”




We face each other like gunfighters on Main Street. But closer. She sits on the west side of the big desk. I sit on the east side. Her weapon is a big Dell desktop with all the trimmings. My weapon is of course my laptop. I feel outgunned.




“Why don’t you insert your scene into the script?” Jamie says.




“Sure,” I say with a smile. “But there are a few differences between yours and mine. Maybe I should—?”




“No, yours is fine. Besides, there are damn few differences. I’m beginning to think you’re ‘pixilated.’”




“Pixilated?” I scratch my memory. “That’sHarvey, isn’t it?”




“No, it’sMr. Deeds Goes to Town. ”




Of course, I should have known. I hate getting things wrong in front of her. I feel like an idiot. Looking down at my screen, I start to type. She types faster. I try to type still faster, but I am already typing faster than I can think. I slow down, wishing I could find something that I can do better than she does. I wonder if she is any good at basketball. Since I am almost a foot taller than she is, roundball might be my best chance.




 




At ten to four in the afternoon, Jamie says: “We’d better head on over to the casting office. There’ll be a whole bunch of girls who’ll be very disappointed if they don’t get to meet you.”




“Yeah, right. What about the boys who want to meet you?”




“The boys want to meet you, too.”




We head over.
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“DID YOU GIVE THE ACTORS THE SIDES?” ASKS JAMIE.




“We’re handing them out as soon as they sign in,” says Marion Douglas.




I want to ask: What the hell are you two talking about? But I don’t want to appear dumb, so I decide to bide my time and try to figure it out as I go along.




Marion hands us both xeroxed lists of the actors we will be meeting this afternoon. I glance at it but don’t recognize any of the names. We want young actors and there are surprisingly few famous ones. Even in Hollywood, it evidently takes a while to make a name for yourself.




“I thought we might bring them in two by two,” Marion says.




“Like the Ark,” says Jamie.




“That’s right. A boy and a girl. So they can play the scene together.”




“Good.”




I want to ask: What scene? But I decide to play smart, as if I know, as if I have no questions.




Marion leads in the first brace of frightened actors: a young woman named MARCIE DANIELS, who has big tits, and a young man named DANNY WORTH, who has big pimples. They both bring eight-by-ten glossies with their résumés stapled to the back, but they don’t look much like their heavily retouched photographs. Glancing at their professional histories—plays and television shows and bit parts in movies—I don’t know what is important and what isn’t. We all shake hands. Then the actors sit on the couch while the rest of us find chairs.




“Thanks for coming in,” Jamie says. “Before we get down to the reading, my partner, Chick, has a few questions to ask you. He’s a trained journalist and good at interviewing people.”




I am?




Everybody looks at me and my hands tremble faster than ever, as if somebody has just floored the gas pedal on a rough road. I am embarrassed because I hate to be the center of attention and because I had no warning. I fall back on my standard routine: I ask a question that contains the wordfirst . Almost everybody remembers the first time they did something important. Who doesn’t remember the first time he or she made love? Who remembers the tenth time?




“When did you first start thinking about acting?” I ask.




“When I was a kid, maybe nine years old,” says Marcie. “My friends and I would go out in the wheat fields and stamp out a square room that we used as a stage. While we were in that room, we weren’t supposed to be ourselves. We were all supposed to play roles.”




“Really?” I prompt.




“They all broke the rules but me,” she goes on. “I would get so mad at them. Then I found out there was a profession where nobody broke the rules. I knew I wanted to be an actress.”




I like her.




“I got interested in college,” says Danny. “It was the only thing I was good at.”




Which is what Paul Newman once told me in an interview. I don’t like Danny as much as Marcie, but I don’t dislike him.




“Where are you from?” asks Jamie.




“Chicago,” says Danny.




“Topeka,” says Marcie.




“Good,” says Jamie. “I have a theory that the best actors don’t come from Los Angeles. Not that there’s anything wrong with L.A. It’s my favorite city in the whole world. Really. But it’s so easy for somebody who grew up in L.A. to want to be an actor. Too easy. I prefer actors who have come from a little farther away. Who had to make an effort. Who had to leave home to look for what they want.”




“Good,” says Marcie.




“Of course, that rule doesn’t always work. Some great actors have grown up right here. Debra Winger was a Valley girl. Are you ready to read?”




“Sure.”




“Uh-huh.”




Marcie takes two folded xeroxed pages from her purse. Danny removes identical pages from the inside pocket of his sport coat.




“Chick, why don’t you set the scene?” Jamie says. “You know, catch them up on where we are in the story.”




I look and feel ambushed. “Uh, where are we?” I ask. “I haven’t seen the pages.”




“Oh, I’m sorry,” Jamie says. “It’s the ‘tender grass’ scene. That’s what I gave them.”




“Okay, well, uh,” I begin uncertainly. Then I launch into a speech I have made many times before, every time anybody ever asked me what my book was about: “Okay, well, uh,” I begin uncertainly. “See, Jimmy Goodnight and Revelie happen to meet when he finds her hanging by her thumbs in a one-horse Texas cow town.” I expect the actors to ask why she was so hanging, but they are too frightened. So I continue: “Goodnight rescues her, then falls in love with her, but she runs home to Boston. He follows her with letters and then in person. Okay, cut to the horse race: They get married and he brings his Boston Brahman bride home to the barbarian wilds of West Texas. Goodnight really loves Revelie and wants her to love his strange new land. But will she? He has visions of the West as it can be. She has memories of the comfortable, civilized East as it already is. Does this marriage have any chance in hell?” I pause. “That’s where we are. The newlyweds have just arrived at Goodnight’s Home Ranch, Revelie’s new home.”




“Any questions?” asks Jamie.




The still-frightened actors have none.




“Okay,” she says. “When you’re ready.”




The two actors look at her and then glance at each other. They adjust themselves on the casting office sofa, trying to get comfortable.




“This grass’ll git tough later on,” says Danny, playing the young, newlywed Jimmy Goodnight, “but right now it’s nice an’ tender.”




“Oh yes,” says Marcie, playing Revelie, not particularly interested.




I remember writing this scene with Jamie—talking it out line by line—just a couple of days ago. Now I’m excited because I have never seen anything I’ve written—all right, cowritten—acted out before. I’m also anxious: How will the scene play?




“The thing is, a person could lie down on it now,” Danny says, not getting the accent quite right, “while it’s tender like this.”




He gets up from the couch and lies down on the carpet. He stretches out and smiles. He rolls over and smiles again.




“How is it?” Marcie asks.




“Good,” Danny says. “Wanna try it?”




Marcie moves tentatively from the sofa to the “young grass.” Danny rolls closer to her, places his face over hers, and kisses her. His right hand reaches for her left breast.




“Wait,” Marcie protests. “What do you think you’re doing?”




He pulls his hand away. He is surprised, confused, and a little angry.




“What’s the matter?” Danny asks in a choked voice.




“This isn’t a bedroom,” she says.




“It’s a great bedroom. The best bedroom in the whole damn world.”




“What if somebody comes along? One of the cowboys?”




“They won’t. I sent ’em all to work t’other end a the canyon.”




“You did?” Marcie grins. “You really did?”




“Unh-hunh.”




Danny reaches for Marcie’s breast once again.




“Wait,” she says. “No, it still doesn’t seem right. I don’t know. Out here, God can see us.”




“God won’t mind.”




“You don’t know. How do you know?”




“Because he made Adam and Eve.”




“And you’re telling me this is Eden?”




“Purdy near.”




“So you really think it would be all right?”




“Unh-hunh.”




When Danny reaches for Marcie’s breast this time, she doesn’t stop him. I feel like a voyeur spying on an intimate scene. Peeping.




We thank the actors and they leave.




“What do you think?” Marion asks Jamie.




“I think they were acting their asses off,” my director says and then turns to me: “Chick, what’s your take on them?”




“They looked good to me,” I say, “but what do I know? I liked her better than I liked him, but that may be because I liked her story about the wheat fields.”




“I liked her better, too,” Jamie says. “How did you think the scene played?”




“It was good enough to make me feel kind of embarrassed.”




“Then we’re on the right track.” She turns. “Marion, who’s next?”




 




We finish about five-thirty—with none of our casting questions answered—and head on back to our office. When we arrive, we discover we have a visitor.




“Jamie, Kelly Hightower is here to see you,” Becky says. “He’s inside.”




“Oh, my God,” Jamie says. “I forgot all about him. How long has he been here?”




“About half an hour.”




“Fuck me, I feel terrible.” Jamie turns to me and explains: “I asked Kelly to come in because he’s an old friend and I thought he might be good to play Loving. I used him in my first movie,Baby Factory. He played a sperm donor who made hundreds of kids.”




“Of course, I remember him,” I say proudly.




“Anyway this isn’t an audition, just a meeting. I mean, I already know he can act. The question is: Is he right for the part?”




Jamie and I enter our private office, where I am introduced to KELLY HIGHTOWER, father of hundreds. He is as good-looking off screen as on, but off he looks harder. His eyes are blue-green. His face is brown and weathered as if he were a ski instructor or a motorcycle cop or a real cowboy. I not only like him immediately, but I like him for the part of Loving. While Jamie and Kelly are chatting about old times, I am leaning more and more toward offering him the part right here and now.




“Kelly, see that hat hanging from that horn?” Jamie asks.




“Sure,” says the would-be Loving.




The hat is the color of a badly soiled dove. It is a special hat, at least to me, because it once belonged to our hero, Jimmy Goodnight. The brim isn’t quite as wide as those cowboys and pretend cowboys wear today.




“Would you mind trying it on?”




“Sure.”




Kelly Hightower stands up, crosses the room, and plucks the cowboy hat off the bull’s horn. He lowers it onto his head. It fits, but…




After he leaves, Jamie asks: “What did you think?”




I say: “He looked like Howdy Doody.”




“He did, didn’t he? Guess we have to keep looking for Loving.”
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WHEN I ARRIVE FOR WORK THE NEXT MORNING—another day in the dream salt mine—I am surprised to find Jamie already hard at work. It turns out that entertaining people is harder work than I ever imagined.




“Am I late?” I ask.




“No, I’m early,” Jamie says. “Shelley Bingham summoned me for a breakfast meeting. The commissary breakfast is surprisingly not disgusting. She came bearing news. It seems Tom Bondini has been in touch with her and he wants to do our movie.”




“Oh no,” I say before I can stop myself.




“Well, Shelley thinks it’s an interesting idea and she’s the boss.”




I just sit there and shake my head. There goes the movie. Tom Bondini is about as cowboy as spaghetti. As the New Jersey Turnpike. As mob hits and “fergittaboutit.” He could play a young Godfather, but I couldn’t see him as the young King Arthur of the West.




“Speak,” says Jamie.




“He’ll ruin the movie,” I respond. “You aren’t seriously considering him, are you?”




“I’m not sure,” she says.




“That means you are.”




“Well, as Shelley pointed out to me, he’s made a lot of money for this studio. Saved the studio actually. Makes it kind of hard to spit in his face.” She thinks for a moment, studying my scowl. “If the biggest movie star in the world wants to make your movie, what can you do?”




“Shoot him, a mob hit.”




“I’m afraid we’ll at least have to talk to him. He’ll be here this afternoon at two.”




“Oh.” My hands start shaking double time. “Do you know him?”




“Seen him a couple of times. The last time was when I was doingPlan B. He dropped by to meet Cameron Diaz. There was some script they were both considering. That movie never happened, but as soon as they saw each other, her ovaries started jangling, and his prick turned into a compass, and she was the North Pole.”




I can feel my face warming.




“Oh, I made you blush. I’m sorry. Whatever must you think of Hollywood?”




“What about your ovaries?”




She blushes.




 




A little after two in the afternoon—pretty much on time—TOM BONDINI walks into our office. I like a superstar who is punctual. He stands almost six feet tall, is incredibly thin, and his jeans are incredibly tight. His hair is blond and his feet are puce, thanks to his bright puce running shoes. I wonder if they glow in the dark. His eyes look like Godiva chocolate truffles. I keep studying his nose, trying to decide if it was ever broken, since it takes a tiny detour halfway down his face. I can’t quite tell. I suppose that is part of the fascination. I hope he doesn’t notice the tremor in my hands.




“If I have to audition,” Tom Bondini says with a LAUGH, “I won’t do the movie.”




Jamie and I LAUGH, too. We all know that the biggest star in the world doesn’t audition. Everybody in Hollywood knows it. Probably everybody in the whole damn world. So it’s funny. As they say, you had to be there.




“Have you seen Cameron Diaz lately?” asks Jamie.




“No, the last time was thePlan B thing,” Tom says. “The costarring gig didn’t happen, but our meeting was fun.”




“Of course it was fun,” Jamie says. “As I remember, you spent about half an hour kissing her hand.”




“That’s right. I’d just come back from Paris, the hand-kissing capital of the world. So I told Cameron: In France, there are lots of ways to kiss hands. Some men kiss hands this way…”




Tom Bondini demonstrates how he kissed Cameron Diaz’s hand by kissing his own hand: planting a wet one on the back of his paw. He is the perfect couple. Surely it is true love, and yet he doesn’t seem too narcissistic.




“Others,” he continues, “kiss them this way…”




The world’s biggest movie star kisses his own knuckles.




“Still others do it this way…”




This time he kisses his own fingers.




“And then there is always…”




He kisses his own palm and then presses it to his cheek.




Maybe he won’t audition, but he is playing a great love scene in our office. Which makes me begin to like him better. He is somehow charming as he courts himself. My hands calm down somewhat.




I notice that Tom is sitting beneath the long horns that are mounted on the wall. Our historic cowboy hat still hangs from the tip on one of those horns. Hovering above the head of the big star, it looks like a sweat-stained Texas halo.




“I wonder how you’d look in Jimmy Goodnight’s hat,” I say, surprised to hear my voice. “It’s a family heirloom. That’s it hanging over your head.”




“Goodnight’s, huh?” Tom says. “I’d be honored.”




He half stands, reaches up, and plucks the dirty dove off its perch. Sitting back down, he slowly lowers it onto his head. It is a little too big but not by much.




“You look great,” says Jamie, relieved.




“Yeah,” I say, ever a man of few words.




He does look good. Am I turning into a star fucker?




“I want to see how it looks,” Tom says. “Do you guys have a mirror?”




“In the john,” Jamie says.




“Where’s that?”




“I’ll show you,” I volunteer.




I lead Jamie and Tom down a truncated hall and into our bathroom. Or rather our shower room. (We have an office shower but not an office bathtub.) Tom stares at himself in the shower room mirror for a long, long time. I stop breathing because now I want him to like the hat. I want him to like how he looks in the hat.




At last, he says: “I want to play a cowboy.”




We troop back to the office. Tom hangs the hat on the bull horn. We all sit down.




“I want to play a cowboy,” the biggest star in the world repeats, “but I’d like to read a script.”




“We don’t have one,” Jamie tells him. “Not yet. We’re working on it.”




“I can’t decide until I see a script.”




Somehow he has turned the tables. Before I hadn’t wanted him, but now he wants to read our script. Of course, I want him to like it. I want everybody to like it. Now he is passing judgment on us instead of us passing on him.




“As soon as we’ve got a first draft,” Jamie says.




“Maybe I could just look at what you’ve written so far,” Tom suggests. “I hate reading whole scripts anyway.”




“Maybe.”
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TWO DAYS LATER, TOM BONDINI, HAVING READ JUSTtwenty pages, agrees to play Jimmy Goodnight in return for $25 million. Plus we have to agree to give bit parts to his sister and brother and a host of friends and hangers-on. So one piece of the puzzle is in place.




Hoping to fit the next piece to the first piece, Jamie and I keep making our trips to the casting office every day at four. We see lots of beautiful girls. Some of the beauties are simply too beautiful to play Revelie, who—in my mind’s old tintypes—was beautiful but not that beautiful. These poor actresses are cursed with over-the-top beauty. They look unreal, unbelievable. Their extreme beauty is as much a handicap as a harelip. Eventually I begin to think that I never want to see another beautiful blonde. Enough is enough. Too much.




Then a brunette walks in who isn’t all that pretty. She is wearing cowboy boots, a western shirt, and a cowboy belt with a big buckle.




“I’m Sarah Marks,” she says, “and you’re Jamie Stone, but who the hell are you?”




“Chick Goodnight,” I say.




“Any relation to our hero?” asks SARAH MARKS.




“Afraid so.”




“Pleased to know you.” Her handshake is firm.




“Sarah, where are you from?” asks Jamie.




“Well, I was born in Boston, but I was an Army brat. I’ve lived all over: Arizona, Nevada, Texas.”




“Where in Texas?” I ask, interested.




“You’ve never heard of it. A little bitty town called Idalou.”




“Idalou? Idalou! I’m from Spur.”




“Spur, no kidding? That’s just down the road. The Spur Bulldogs, right?”




“Right!”




“I hate to interrupt this family reunion,” interrupts Jamie with an edge to her voice, “but we’ve got an audition scheduled here. Sarah, would you be willing to read a scene for us?”




“Sure,” Sarah says, pulling her folded sides out of her hip pocket.




“Good.”




Jamie does not ask me to catch Sarah up on the story so far. By now, my director has heard my summary so many times that she is sick of it.




“Who’s going to play Jimmy Goodnight?” asks Sarah.




“Chick is,” says Jamie.




Taken by surprise, I feel my cheeks blushing. My face is so hot it hurts. I know I can’t act. In high school, I had tried playing Marc Antony inJulius Caesar. Some people actually laughed at my attempts to speak iambic. Then I mounted a platform to make my funeral speech and it collapsed. My acting career has been all downhill from there.




“No,” I decline.




“Come on, handsome,” Sarah says, “you’re good-looking enough to be a leading man.”




“You must want this part awfully bad,” I tell Sarah. Then I turn to my director: “Jamie, you do it.”




“But I’ve got to watch. Come on, please.”




My hands are shaking like an eight-point earthquake and I am sweating. I am always afraid of being the center of attention, which is why I fear acting, and I’m scared of this actress. She has impressed me, and I don’t want to embarrass myself in front of her. At the same time, I don’t want to hurt her chance to get the part. She has to act the scene with somebody.




“Go on, ‘handsome,’” Jamie says, making quotes with her fingers. “Hurry up. We’re wasting time.”




I fear acting irrationally, the way some people fear flying, or heights, or enclosed spaces. But I’m also afraid of playing the coward in front of Jamie and Sarah. Feeling as if I am going over the top in combat, I get up stiffly from my chair and slouch toward Sarah’s couch. I slump down without looking at her. I don’t want her to see the terror in my eyes.




“Okay, when you’re ready,” Jamie says.




I look at “Revelie” shyly, timidly, which is how I feel, but which is also how “Jimmy” is supposed to feel, so it fits the scene. She looks more confident, which befits her status as a more experienced actor, but which fits her part as well.




“Chick,” Jamie prompts me, “talk.”




“This grass’ll git tough later on,” I say haltingly, playing my own great-great-great-ever-so-great-




grandfather, reading every word, the pages shaking in my quivering hands, “but right now it’s nice an’ tender.”




“Oh yes,” Sarah says casually, playing my great-great-great-ever-so-great-grandmother.




“The thing is, a person could lie down on it now,” I say, indicating the grass, getting the accent right but not anything else. “While it’s tender like this.”




Now comes a moment I have been dreading. I can’t believe I’m really going to lie down on the floor. I do it anyway. Trying to lie down gracefully, I lose my balance and fall flat. It reminds me of the platform collapsing under me inJulius Caesar.




“How is it?” Sarah asks.




“Good,” I say unconvincingly, frowning, scowling. “Wanna try it?”




Sarah moves gracefully to the floor. Now comes the second moment I have been dreading and longing for at the same time. My hand reaches for her breast.




“Wait,” Sarah reprimands me, and I flinch. “What do you think you’re doing?”




I do a hot-stove reaction and actually feel burned.




“What’s wrong?” I ask, getting my own line wrong.




“This isn’t a bedroom,” she says.




“It’s a great bedroom. The best bedroom in the whole damn world.”




I stumble through the rest of the scene until we get to the ultimate moment, feared, longed for, impossible, possible…




“So you think it would be all right?” asks Sarah.




“Unh-hunh,” I stammer.




When I reach for Sarah’s breast this time, she not only doesn’t stop me but grasps my hand and presses it harder into her softness. That isn’t in the pages.




“Cut,” Jamie says.
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I FOLLOW JAMIE TO A SMALL DOOR CUT INTO THE SIDEof a huge Hollywood soundstage—Stage 7—which looks like an airplane hangar. Entering, I pass from bright sunlight into darkness, from the known world into the unknown, from reality into dream. I feel myself leaving the open plain and entering the dark forest. Down Alice’s rabbit hole, through the looking glass, into the belly of the whale. It is dark in here. It is huge in here. It is quiet in here.




As my eyes begin to adjust to the dark, I can barely make out the shadow of Jamie moving ahead of me, my guide in this underworld. I trip and almost fall because I don’t see a cable the size of a boa constrictor that snakes its way across the black floor. In the dark distance up ahead, I SEE (POV) a dim light. Is it a will-o’-the-wisp? Or a campfire? The light attracts us and we move toward it. The glow resolves into a cluster of lights on stands.




“I love this,” Jamie says softly, “but it scares me.”




“Really?” I ask, surprised.




“Sure, I see all the machinery and the crew and my stomach starts to hurt. I feel like I’ve swallowed a baby.”




“A baby?” I ask, dreaming of cannibals.




“Oh, that’s one of those big lights over there. It’s a baby the way Little John was little. Anyway I feel it right in the pit of my stomach. Very hot and very heavy.”




“I thought you’d be used to it by now.”




“Never.”




From our hundreds and hundreds of office readings, we have selected a half dozen actresses for screen tests. Jamie says sow’s ears in the office can be silk purses on screen. Buddy Dale puts it differently: Some assholes turn out to be real pussies through the camera lens.




Drawing nearer our destination, we can make out the outlines of our set. It is the living room borrowed from a prime-time soap opera. It is so bland it could readily be turned into anybody else’s room if the soap is canceled tomorrow.




“As Ethel Barrymore once said of a set where she was supposed to live, ‘I don’t have very good taste, do I?’” Jamie says.




“Right,” I LAUGH.




Our scene is supposed to take place in a log cabin with windows covered by curtains made from flour sacks. The floor should be packed earth partially obscured by a rug woven from rags.




“It’ll do for a screen test,” Jamie says as we advance a little closer. “But that won’t do.” All the humor is gone from her voice. “Look at that camera. I might’ve known.”




I study the camera, which is staring directly at a couch at a perpendicular angle. What’s the matter with it? It looks all right to me. But then what do I know about cameras?




“You might have known what?” I ask.




“It’s in the wrong place,” she says.




“Oh.”




“It’s set up for a two shot. But we already know Tom can act. Anyway, he’d better be able to at these prices. So we don’t need to see him. We need to see the girls. So why not put the camera on them. Shoot over his shoulder. Get our girls full face.”




While I hang back, Jamie plunges into the light and starts giving orders. A couple of huge men, who look as if they play on the offensive line of the Dallas Cowboys, unlock the camera wheels and start rolling it. Then another team of workers, who are almost as big, start shifting the clusters of lights.




“It’s always like this,” Jamie says. “Everybody works so hard and then you have to come in and change everything. Too bad.”




 




Tom Bondini comes strolling out of the dark, practicing his cowboy walk. In no hurry. He wears jeans, a floppy flannel shirt, and a leather vest. He lowers himself slowly onto the soap opera couch.




Then Buddy Dale escorts an actress named MAGGIE FAITH into our light, looking deer-startled. As usual, he is dressed all in black, and his nose is running. She is wearing a translucent tank top, and her nose is running, too. The big eyes in her head look frightened, but the big eyes on her chest seem confident. She is simultaneously timid and bold. What a piece of work is woman.




“Tom,” Buddy addresses the biggest star in the world, “could you come here a minute?”




Giving Jamie a funny look, Tom Bondini gets up off the couch and ambles toward the producer and his protégée.




“What can I do for you?” Tom asks.




“Maggie’s a little upset,” explains Buddy. “She needs to talk to you before she does the scene. Why don’t you go for a walk outside?”




Tom looks over at Jamie and shrugs. She shrugs back.




“Okay,” Tom says.




The star and the would-be actress walk off together, disappearing into the soundstage’s artificial night.




“If we cast her,” Jamie whispers to me, “it’ll take two years to shoot this movie.”




We all just stand around, wasting time is money, waiting for our actors to return. I shift my weight from one foot to another, from one hundred-dollar bill to another, like a tethered horse. I try to think ahead about our story, but it is no use.




“When I was about to direct my first movie,” Jamie says, “I asked a wise old director to give me some advice. Know what he said?”




“‘Do storyboards,’” I guess.




“No,” she says. “He said, ‘Get comfortable shoes.’”




My feet, pinched in cowboy boots, start to hurt.




When our actors return after about fifteen minutes, Tom looks sadder, but Maggie seems happier.




“Maggie, come over here,” Jamie says. “Please.”




Maggie walks over and faces the director. She stops looking quite so happy. Buddy Dale scowls.




“Maggie, you’re wearing too much makeup,” Jamie says. “Go wash your face, please. And wipe your nose.”




Maggie looks appealingly at Buddy: Do I have to do this? You’re in charge here, aren’t you?




Buddy just shrugs. Sorry about that. Got to humor these directors.




With a petulant frown, Maggie stalks off and disappears into the gloom.




 




After what seems a long time, Maggie returns to the light and looks younger. Hesitantly, Maggie gives Jamie a big smile.




“Go wash your face again,” Jamie orders.




Looking miserable, Maggie retreats into the darkness once again.




“What’re you doing to her?” demands Buddy, materializing out of the gloom. “I don’t get you.”




“Look, these young actresses make a mistake,” Jamie says. “They put on too much makeup to look older and more sophisticated. But their greatest asset is their youth and innocence.” She fixes Buddy with a stare. “But I guess maybe they’re not all that innocent after they meet you, are they?”




“Remember who you’re speaking to,” Buddy stammers. “I’m—”




“I know who you are. That’s the problem.”




Jamie turns her back and walks away. I catch up with her in the shadows.




“Fuck him,” she spits out. “These girls have the rest of their lives to look older. I just don’t understand why they don’t want to look young, the one and only time in their lives when they are young. They’re hiding their gift.”




Maggie materializes out of the shadows and stands at Jamie’s elbow.




“Oh, hello,” says Jamie. “Let me see you in the light.”




She leads her into a bright field and studies her. Maggie cringes. Jamie frowns.




“I’m sorry,” she says. “You’re going to have to wash again.”




Maggie seems close to tears as she disappears into the gloom once more.




Buddy approaches. “Stop picking on her.”




“I hate having to do that,” Jamie says, “but there’s no point in doing a screen test if we can’t see her face.”




“Yeah, sure.”




When Maggie finally returns, she looks terrified. Jamie once again escorts her into the light and examines her.




“That’s much better,” Jamie says. “You’re lovely.” She looks around. “Where’s Tom? Somebody find Tom and tell him we’re ready.”




When Tom Bondini appears a few minutes later, the two actors take seats on the soap couch. Next to flannel-and-denim Tom, Maggie in her translucent top looks almost naked. It occurs to me that she should have put more cover on her body and less on her face. Maybe she has been auditioning for too many Buddys and not enough Jamies.




“Ready?” asks the director.




“Sure,” Tom says.




Maggie just nods.




Jamie takes up a position behind and slightly to the right of the camera. I move over and stand behind and slightly to the right of her. A young man stretches a carpenter’s tape measure from the lens of the camera to the tip of Maggie’s nose.




“That’s called ‘pulling focus,’” Jamie whispers to me.




“Picture is next,” says a young man with a beard. The soundstage gets quieter and tenser. “Stand by.” The set gets quieter still. “We’re rolling.”




“Weare rolling,” confirms the camera operator.




“Speed,” says the sound man.




A seedy-looking young man with a wispy mustache steps in front of the camera and holds up a slate.




“Goodnightscreen test,” he says in a loud, clear voice. “Maggie Faith. Take one. Mark.” The arm of the slate comes down,whack .




“And action,” Jamie says in what seems an artificial voice. Then she whispers to me: “It always embarrasses me to say that.”




“What’s the matter?” Tom (as Goodnight) asks Maggie (as Revelie).




“Well, I was just thinking,” Maggie/Revelie says, “maybe it’s time.”




“Time for what?” he asks.




“Time to write out your code,” she says.




“What?”




“Don’t you remember?” she says, sounding both overanxious and sleepy at the same time. “Back when you were courting me by mail, you wrote you were planning to write down some rules for life in this country. And you implied that you could use my help. Well, was that just something you said to get me to fall in love with you? Or were you serious about a code?”




“Uh, well, both to tell you the truth,” he says, not trying too hard, weaving Texas rhythms into his speech. “See, I wanted you to love me and I wanted help to write this stuff down. Wha’d you call it?”




“A code,” she says. “I think it’s a good idea.” Then the well-scrubbed actress begins to stumble: “I’ve…I’ve…Let’s see, I’ve…”




“‘I’ve been waiting for you to bring it up,’” Jamie prompts.




“I’ve,” Maggie stammers. “I’ve…” Then she bursts into tears. She is crying out her pretty, well-washed eyes. Very impressive tears—a measure to some of acting ability—are flowing down her soap-and-water cheeks. Unfortunately, it isn’t that kind of scene.




“Give her a minute,” interrupts Buddy Dale.




“With pleasure,” Jamie says under her breath.




I follow my director back into the dark reaches of the soundstage, stumbling over a couple of electrical boa constrictors as I go. Deep in purgatory, Jamie finally stops.




“It seems,” Jamie says in a conspiratorial voice, “that Buddy flew Maggie in from New York yesterday. She’s some kind of model. She spent last night at his house, and he gave her certain chemicals that he assured her would make her a better actress. And she didn’t get any sleep and she’s a mess with a runny nose.”




Ten minutes later, Buddy Dale waves everybody to come back. We reassemble around the electronic campfire.




“I’m sorry,” Maggie says from behind cry-red eyes.




“Okay,” Jamie says. “Are you ready to continue?”




“Yes,” Maggie sniffs.




So we go through the same routine again…“Picture is next”…“Stand by”…“We’re rolling”…Whack!




Everybody on set takes a deep hopeful breath and prays: Let her get through this.




“Can we take it from the top?” asks Maggie with film threading through the camera.




“No, we’ll take it from where we left off,” Jamie says.




“Please,” asks Maggie, her tears on the verge of beginning again.




“Sorry.”




“Give the kid a break,” interrupts Buddy Dale.




“Cut!” Jamie orders, then turns on her producer: “That wouldn’t be fair to the others. We pick up where we left off. I’m sorry, but I’m falling way behind schedule. Let’s go, ready or not.”




Maggie wipes her tears. She plays the martyr. Unfortunately, martyrdom isn’t the part. At least not in this scene.




“I underestimated her,” Jamie whispers to me. “It would take five years to make this movie.”




Tearfully Maggie tries again: “I’ve been waiting for you to bring it up, but…but…but…”




 




“…but you never did,” says Sarah Marks/Revelie, who is no crybaby, “so I thought I might mention it. You still want to, don’t you?”
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