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Praise for Bruce Wagner’s Force Majeure


“Quite simply a masterpiece.”


—Janet Coleman, The Bloomsbury Review


“Wagner takes this genre to its most extreme literary outpost yet—and the competition’s been pretty healthy… Much like Tom Wolfe, Wagner has an unerring gift for pitch-perfect character nuances and authentic contemporary dialogue.”


—Charles Paikert, The Nation


“Smashing debut novel. This is superb stuff—the best yet about Hollywood’s humiliated lower order as they grasp at recovery programs or head for high-priced mental farms. Bud Wiggins is magnificently memorable. A richly done boffo winner.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Wagner is a hip sociologist of ferocious veracity and methodical precision.”


—Publishers Weekly


“If Jackie Collins were seduced by Dostoevsky on the floor of the William Morris mailroom, the literary offspring might read something like Force Majeure.”


—Carrie Fisher


“As knowing a novel of late 20th century Hollywood as one is likely to encounter, brilliantly detailed and remorselessly funny. Mr. Wagner is a major talent.”


—William Gibson


“This is no modest triumph. Bud Wiggins may well rise to the status we give treasured cultural figures like Tom Joad or Randall McMuphy. His birth in this first novel is stamped in our memories for years to come.”


—Donald Newlove, The Hollywood Reporter


“Wagner has a feverish brain and a cool eye for the social distinctions that rule the film industry.”


—The Wall Street Journal


“A prose symphony of surreal episodes … an epic black comedy that explodes the limits of the genre once and for all. Wagner pulls out all the stops, diving into Hollywood with the kind of hyperbolic intelligence novelists once lavished on sex and the Second World War. One of the best Hollywood novels since Day of the Locust.”


—Christopher Walters, Movieline


“Wagner is a gifted writer with a canny sensibility loosed among the palms. Unerringly, Wagner details the nightmarish triple-think and paranoid symbology of every Hollywood transaction.”


—The Washington Post


“Force Majeure will delight movie buffs … a cynical Hollywood scribes tickles and tests the system from within.”


—David Fine, The New York Review of Books
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The Best Years of Our Lives


Adaydream: Bud Wiggins was awash in clay. Mrs. Kent’s smudged face presided over legs jammed into scudded black pumps that tacked the plangent clay of the corridor. He watched himself watch those heels like they were a force of nature, so focused he might have been a prodigy noting his first axiom, melodious and movably sensual, finally ordering the world. Little Bud stared at the foot in the shoe (CAMERA PUSHES IN TO EXTREME CLOSE-UP OF BOY) with the marooned intensity of a Truffaut urchin martyring himself on an image. He communed—


The torpid screenwriter turned over in bed and thought: Jesus. That was a fetish. Some kind of shoe fetish, that’s what that was, at seven years old. Back in the Arbor. Or was it the Heights? Bud blind, the sound of the clack telling him everything, throwing back the contours, minutiae and mystery, the voluminous personality, the womanly smells, some kind of roaring sonatina in his ear and his eye; the teacher’s heel made its supreme flat ruddy perfect report and the little boy listened, its echo Mrs. Kent’s musk, her tough mannequin’s makeup, her extracurricular life, life out of school, her husband-life. The sound was language to him and his heart sped up like an exhibitionist’s. A coarse and resilient klope, chalkily hollow, gaudily efficient, like a WAC storming Woolworth’s (there it was: a synthetic image, fake old reference, what was a WAC but a steal from the best years of his parents’ lives). Klope klap klop kleep klop klope klope klop, a sound that was the world and Bud circled the drain of its plenitude. The hallway of the grade school like a cloister, the white hoseless calves working, the unimpeachable pump pounding its beat-up stem in locomotion around the calloused grown-up’s heel.


There was a girl in there somewhere. He put her chair atop the desk, the custom when class was over, like closing up a restaurant. The teacher smiled at this chivalrous rehearsal; the little girl was sweetly embarrassed. Her name was Cora.


Twenty-five years later, Bud shifted on the sheets and thought about the park across from that school and the boy-created bramble labyrinth there—a natural playhouse and combat games habitat—another fetish, a fetish of space and branches, secrets and burrows, the wet brows and musculature of little boys. Then the elder Bud fled magically to the private suburban garden, faded and abandoned like some grandmother’s sitting room, opiate and golden, dolorous with suburban middle-day heat. Was that even a real memory? Or was it a pastoral cliché, a fairy tale Bud’s lassitude made? No—there was a leafy hidden place he went as a child. Before they broke up—was it a year already?—Jeanette gave him The Secret Garden and he never read it because he had his own with its dim, mystical, inviolable memories; the famous lost bower had a bushy, fractured entrance and he always entered illicitly, through a broken trellis, crawling on rapturous roughed-up knees. You were a fag if you didn’t have scarified knees, a taut yellow-white worm of a scar at the joint. He wondered if he ever took Cora there. He was sure there was a fountain….


Where was Bud Wiggins anyway? Daydreaming in Dolly’s den, his room for the past six months. He lived there almost twenty years ago and now he was a boarder amid his mother’s orderly clutter. There was an exercise bike and racks of Adolfo suits, a doctor’s scale and a few silver dumbbells. Thus, his old room had been mundanely violated. The books he stole as a teenager were still in the shelves Dolly bought from the Danish place on Wilshire that wasn’t there anymore.


He fussily straightened the paperback spines, just like the teen Bud did. It was a pretentious, canny group, ripped from local bookstores, a time-capsule library whose selections ceased at the end of the sixties. He hadn’t read most of them— that wasn’t so much the idea. The idea was to possess and to sanctify, like a connoisseur. The absorption would come by osmosis, as the stale teacher’s joke went around those days. Bud would see an edition he needed, and the two of them—him and Brian—would go out like pirates, shoving books in their underwear, cocks dumbly smudging the covers, breathlessly sharing their booty blocks away from the crime. Real Guide to Kulchur vultures.


What was he doing writing for the movies? How had it happened? His plan was always to bypass, to transcend the business of his father. He’d taught himself to type as if he were a boy of noble birth learning to fence or hunt or horseback; one night his father drunkenly mocked his efforts. Bud cried, and Morris said, “It’s Little Lord Fauntleroy.” Go ahead, cry a little. In the middle of the night he came and sat on the bed and said he was sorry. Moe called him his Only Son. Those were his terms of endearment: he was the Father Image and Bud the Only Son.


What had he been doing with all those books if not arming himself for an assault on Literature? He’d made a few incursions, but never sustained anything beyond a few pages— meandering prose poems and short short story O. Henry rip-offs. His father died and the Doctor drifted away; Bud dropped out of school and worked in a bookstore in Century City. At lunchtime friends came in and saw him behind the counter. They thought it was a prank.


One day he left work, bought a three-hundred-dollar leather vest, threw his wallet away and hitched north. He headed for the now-mythic boyhood suburb called the Arbor, dreaming of the lost bower. He got stuck in a halfway house near the Heights instead. They called it the Foundation; Bud was classified a “character disorder.” They shaved his head and gave him a set of unfashionable clothes from a warehouse full of donated things (one of the “counselors” got his vest). In this zoney time he worked as a busboy in the Foundation-owned restaurant. Dolly found out where he was and flew up there, walking into the place in her Adolfo. Seeing each other like that was weird and awful.


Tucked away in the back of Dolly’s closet were ornate trophies from the Paul Henreid Dance Cotillion, the one Bud attended at the Beverly Palm Hotel when he wasn’t shoving fiction down his pants: first place in Waltz, Swing, Cha-Cha, Fox-Trot. Mr. Henreid always hung around the ballroom with his camera—the kids knew he was famous for inventing something having to do with cigarettes. Morris never went to the yearly Trophy Ball and Bud and Dolly always won the Mother and Son competition. She was petite and knew how to follow.


There was a shoebox of old photos and he looked at some of Brian. He even had the laminated med-school I.D. clip-on. An unopened package contained the Doctor’s .357 and all his alarm clocks and the thing that allowed you to answer the phone when it rang simply by saying “Hello?” into the air. Bud hadn’t figured out how that one worked yet. It was funny, but he’d never had friends over, not even the Doctor. He was always ashamed at living in an apartment, instead of a house—you were marked if you didn’t have a house. Dolly never seemed to care about meeting Bud’s friends; though when the Doctor died, she wept, and he was touched. When Dolly and Brian’s mother met at the funeral, the woman shrieked: “Bud has a mother! Bud has a mother!”


He’d moved back with Dolly to finish Toy Soldier without the pressure of rent. It was a new script and he was high on it. Now that Bud was done with the third act, he’d be able to work more limo hours and get his own place again. After he sold the script to one of the studios, he’d mention in interviews the emotional ordeal of coming back to his mother’s house to live, as old already as Dante when he entered the woods. There would be no shame.


He was supposed to meet Dolly at the old Bellagio Road house, in Bel Air. God, that was going to be strange. Morris was probably haunting around it somewhere. Twenty-five years since they’d lived there.


Bud had a little headache and went to her bathroom for the pills. He inherited Dolly’s migraines and sometimes had to go to the emergency room to get a shot to stop throwing up. Today it wasn’t so bad, but he knew if he took the codeine, his appetite would go away. He wanted to lose about twelve pounds. Being overweight made him unhappy. Maybe he was just telling himself he had a headache so he could take the pills. He took so many pills with the Doctor that he learned to swallow them without water, even the big orange Darvons.


Brian was fat in the coffin. Bud hadn’t seen him for two weeks and got the call that he was dead; he looked at him in the mortuary and thought, boy, he really ballooned. There was a twenty-four-hour Jack in the Box near the County General dorm where the two gorged themselves. When each put on twenty pounds, the Doctor got out the amphetamines and they stayed wired for a week. The drug companies used to send the dope gratis to young residents while they waited for their BNDDs, the codes that allowed them to write “triplicates” for the serious stuff. The Doctor also had coarse yellow powder that burned the sinuses and made your ticker hammer for about eighteen hours. You could take a ton of Valium to slow down, but about forty minutes later the heart started marathoning again. When all failed, there was a giant green pill that could knock it down; if you bit into it, the fluid inside stung your mouth. The Doctor always joked about “taking the edge off” and “circling the drain”—later he realized Brian was shooting up something the anesthesiologists used to put people under. Bud was never like the Doctor, he was a pussy with drugs because he didn’t have a death wish. He hadn’t taken anything for months the day he learned the Doctor was dead.


Bud swallowed the pills and sat down on the bowl. It was a crampy space and there was a white fluff rug around the toilet. He felt too big, like an interloper in a dollhouse. There were enormous bottles of perfume all around. One of them, a Chanel No. 5 that Dolly had for years, was actually a display window prop. Maybe she stole it, like she once stole dinner plates from the Beverly Palm. He picked up a magazine and flipped to an article about broke yuppie children unabashedly returning to the parents’ nests. Downstairs, his phone was ringing. He caught it as the man was leaving a message.


Peter Dietrich introduced himself as a writer for the News. He said he met Bobby Feld at a party and the agent gave him Bud’s number. He was doing an article on the movies and was interested in talking to screenwriters.


“Would you be available for lunch?” the reporter asked.


“When?”


“Thursday next week?”


Bud was driving the limousine Thursday.


“Thursday’s bad. I’d say meet me out in Burbank, but I have to crawl back over the hill to Lorimar for a lunch,” he lied. “How about Friday?”


“Friday’s great.”


Bud felt the slow warmth of credibility returning to his limbs.


“You’re in the Hollywood area, aren’t you?”


“I can meet you anywhere.”


“No, no. How about the Old World? Or Mirabelle’s?”


“Too weird. Let’s go to Hugo’s,” Bud said cockily. “Do you know where it is?”


“It’s on Melrose, isn’t it?”


“Santa Monica.”


“Oh, sure, Hugo’s! On the corner. I’ve been there for breakfast. Great.”


“Friday at noon.”


“I’ll make the reservation.”


“See you then.”


“Looking forward to it, Bud.”


…


As the limo went through the car wash, he wondered what he was going to say to Peter Dietrich of the News.


He felt as much a part of the Business as a tourist on a studio tram. It was almost two years since someone had hired him, giving him a thousand dollars for jokes a cable special never used. It wasn’t always that way. Once upon a time, in the post-Foundation days, a druggie director he met while working at Samuel French hired him to write a soap opera spoof that flukily went into production ten months later. Like a dream. It was financed by Australians and picked up for distribution by one of the majors before it even started shooting. Bud never needed an agent because his hairless boyhood pal Don Bloom handled the contract.


Then the big boys came after him—CAA, William Morris, ICM—and all the snazzy boutiques full of Young Turks. He was so hot even restaurant parking valets sensed his charisma, flashing ratty kiss-ass smiles like he was Bill Murray. When he went to meet his suitors, their secretaries were coy and careful, as if briefed on the seriousness of the courtship. They drowned him in cappuccino, crudités and cranberry sparklers, and Bud made them laugh. The ease of his delivery, always full of innuendo, made him feel legendary—savvy, blessed, sanguine. That was the way the world should be, forever and ever. He remembered what an agent said to him at the end of a superheated gang bang in which he was extolled by the entire staff of CAA with the felicity of a strong and sensitive lover: “They’re going to start throwing money at you and they’re never going to stop.”


Bud chose not to go with CAA.


The Talent Agency was a spin-off formed by a trio of perspicacious renegades that included Bobby Feld. Feld wasn’t a veteran, but the Industry’s perception of him as a future power was undisputed. He already had a stable of clients slightly outside mainstream Hollywood, a sexy group who wrote quirky, quality films and were sought for interesting projects. None of them were hacks, though none were beneath doing a quick job for money—Feld orchestrated both worlds for them well. They were mordant and they were rich and that was enough for Bud. It was a smart, unexpected choice and no one faulted him. He made the phone calls to the losing agents like a potentate, thanking them for their interest.


His “Australian” movie (he no longer called it a spoof— it was a satire) hummed along in preproduction and on the first day of principal photography they gave him sixty thousand dollars. The money might have bought him time to write a spec script, an original, something the studios could bid for. Instead, he acquired an old two-tone Mercedes and a twelve-hundred-dollar Claude Montana pigskin raincoat. He traveled to Marin County to watch Pauline Kael debate Jean-Luc Godard and stayed at the Mark Hopkins, Morris always liked the Mark, then he cruised Pacific Heights in a rented yellow Fleetwood, like a cinéaste pimp. He sat in the car in his raincoat, leather on leather, across from the bramble labyrinths of his boyhood parks, dreaming of the Secret Garden, indulging in a little bittersweet how-far-I’ve-come melancholy-movie moment. Maybe he’d make the trip to the Arbor, if he had the time. He should probably get back to L.A. After all, I have a picture in production. He thought about boyhood things, coin collections and stamps from Zanzibar, Mickey Mantle and Orlando Cepeda and Roger Maris and Willie Mays trading cards. There sat screenwriter Bud Wiggins in the plush, rented seat, a man with a life.


Six weeks later, his very first feature wrapped. He knew that once it appeared in the theaters, his price would go up. That was a rule of thumb. Bud sat back, savoring hubris. He attended parties and dinners, marked by the special iridescence of those with something “in the can.” Then one day there were funny rumors. The director-addict’s editing period was protracted (even allowing for the postproduction Genius Syndrome); Bud heard the picture was a shambles. The Aussies didn’t return his calls—the director had fled to New York. Bobby Feld told him the distributors had arranged a number of marketing previews and the audience response, scribbled obscenely on ratings cards, had studio executives upchucking on their suede Theodore Man trousers.


Feld got him some fast rewrite work for undistinguished producers and Bud waited for his movie to appear. It would… somehow. It had to. Why wouldn’t it? He told himself none of it mattered. It was a movie, it had been made, he had written it— that’s what was important. The more he heard about its poor health, the less he cared, so long as they dumped it into the domain. He started openly trashing it, as if the whole venture were an ex-wife who’d gone mad and was setting fire to bags of shit left at his doorstep. The trades kept a steady stream of grim, laconic updates, the way newspapers write about chronically comatose dictators.


Whenever Bud heard something hopeful, he knew it was like calling a coronary “indigestion.” The News even did a piece about a crop of in-trouble movies, referring to his own as “an apparently failed comedy.” He imagined Dolly saving the clippings for a great Gothic memory album, a mausoleum to keep beside the Adolfos and dance kudos. Bud thought of writing a literate memoir on the unmaking of the movie and selling it to one of the prestigious film magazines. He’d call it “An Apparently Failed Comedy” and would name names. But he worried a piece like that might backfire. It was important to be perceived as rising above it all. Maybe he’d hire a publicist. Maybe the thing would come out and make a hundred million anyway.


Bud was cavalier and tried to dissociate himself from the ugliness. With crafty sangfroid, he told people he was thinking of having his writing credit removed. He never had a chance to: the film was shelved. The script that had been passed from hand to hand like a black-market curio, the script that agents gave their clients as an exemplar of state-of-the-art ensemble black comedy, offbeat characters and raucous sex—well, it was very suspicious now, like something Klaus Kinski used to haul around the rain forest.


Bobby Feld’s attentiveness decayed. He didn’t like it when things went poorly for his clients; he couldn’t sow crops with water from a bad well. The agent was frustrated by his efforts, his frustration turned to contempt, and soon he wanted to piss on Bud. The screenwriter remembered the day the transference was complete. Every now and then Bud read an article somewhere about a young director or indie producer and phoned TTA to have one of his scripts sent out as a writing sample. Once he called to double-check a request and Feld’s assistant snapped that Bud didn’t have to tell him things more than once and hung up. That night the miffed writer called the agent at home and Feld asked how he got his number, forgetting he’d given it to Bud himself. Before Bud said a word about it, he was told that no one could deal with a client calling five or six times a day. Bud shouted at Feld that he only called twice and didn’t need a fag secretary hanging up on him and the agent shouted back that Bud was getting crazy. That was that.


So Bud Wiggins became the tawdry vaudevillian who never hears from his agent, and he didn’t mind that much. Let it cool. Having a nonagent was better than having no agent at all. He checked in every few months with Feld’s office, making sure they knew how to reach him. His contracts were long expired, but still Bud preferred to think of himself as represented by Bobby Feld of TTA. The call from Peter Dietrich had confirmed the erratic relationship’s durability. Maybe it was Feld’s way of burying the hatchet; it might even be a sign he was about to throw something Bud’s way. After all, Feld was in the business of making money. Bud felt sure if the agent could fill a slot with an old client, he would. It was a business. He’d sell scrap as quick as sterling.


Then it came to him: he would give Toy Soldier, his just-finished stateside Vietnam script, to his old agent.


…


He was nearing the Bel Air gate and got a flutter thinking about the old house. Someone honked. A stretch limo pulled up beside him. It was a Chilean chauffeur from the Beverly Palm. Ramón Rivera was one of the drivers who actually owned their limousines, and Bud sometimes worked for him. He was an eccentric, with a thick, sensual accent. He was stout and goldly melanous and reminded Bud of the salt shakers they used to sell at the Luau restaurant gift shop on Rodeo Drive.


“Almodóvar, what’s happening!”


‘‘¿Qué pasa?” Bud said, unenthused.


“I am going to the aeropuerto, Almodóvar, to pick up a Jewish cocksucker like yourself.”


He used to call Bud Orson Welles, because of an incident that happened years ago, when Bud and the Chilean first met. The name had metamorphosed; Ramón was one swarthy, squirrely, topical hipster.


“You’re really freaky, Ramón.” Bud waited for the light to change.


“I am Freaky Friday, starring Jodie Foster. Don’t be thin-skinned, Almodóvar, like a girl.” Ramón smiled weirdly, like a Day of the Dead doll. “Don’t be defensive, like a maricón. “


Bud sped away.


Bud drove past it at first because the house was hidden by unfamiliar hedges. He made a U-turn and entered the driveway where Dolly’s car was parked.


The mansion, with its spiral staircase and open spaces, had awed him as a boy and was still formidable. It was the first place they lived in Los Angeles, before the bad times and all the apartments. When Bud was a baby, they owned the house in Georgia and after that, the Arbor house, and the house in the Heights. Then Morris got the job offer at Goldwyn and the studio helped find them the rental in Bel Air. Dolly thought the place was ostentatious—it suited a family of five—but Morris convinced her they would be entertaining, they’d have houseguests, they might even have more children. It was all a write-off. Dolly said it was time to buy again, but Moe Wiggins refused, he was done with owning houses. He wanted the showcase. Moving backward—so senseless! Her husband had demoted them, just to bankroll his spendthrift ways, to hit town like a big man. And worse, she’d acquiesced, lost her nerve. Had she threatened to divorce him, history might have been changed. So Dolly steeled herself in her own cowardice and suffered the shock of recognition: herself, beached in a world of rented things. It was calamitous. Bud had heard it all before, and braced himself.


“Buddy, can you believe it? When I found out they were showing it, I had to call you. Come: hug your mother!”


Dolly Wiggins’s thin arms stretched out from Chanel sleeves. She hugged her son in the empty living room of the enormous house on Bellagio Road. Bud thought his mother looked pretty good, just like the rich women she waited on at the store—she still worked part-time at Hoffmann-Dougherty of Beverly Hills, a job held from before Moe’s death. Dolly was trying to break into the real estate game, where she said there was crazy money.


“Don’t think I’m getting a commission, are you kidding me? I’m helping Maureen, one of the agents, a client at the store for years, a real bund leader, that one. A German. But I have to eat her shit. I’m just sitting, waiting for that Nazi cunt. Do you think they’ll give me a dime? The fucks. I’m working at the store tonight, the big sale, they’re closing at ten, can you believe it? From here I go right to the store. I’m killing myself, Buddy.”


He scanned the room. “The place looks great.”


It was empty and white and ready to be filled with beautiful things.


“Do you remember this house?”


“Of course I remember it.”


“You were eleven. Your father was working for Goldwyn. We could have bought this house, it was a hundred and ten thousand in ’66. Do you know what they’re asking, Buddy?”


Dolly’s mood swooped down like a plane on a dark tarmac, bellicose, gathering speed.


“Three-five, Bud! Three and a half million! I’m showing it to the Japs as a teardown! Because that fuck your father had to rent, like a pimp! I begged him to buy it Bud, literally begged your father!”


“Mom, stop—”


“I sit in that apartment on Rexford Drive with the carpet they won’t clean and the shitty drapes for fifteen years and I’m afraid to move! Every dime I get pays off that piece-of-shit-your-father’s creditors, for twenty years, Bud! You don’t know! You don’t know your father was a gambler, with Vegas and the gin clubs over on Robertson—thousands, he lost. His friends laughed at him, they had millions! They still have millions. And here I am choking from debt and he is laughing in hell!”


Bud saw it would probably be all right—“laughing in hell” was a stock, wiggy phrase that rarely foreshadowed anything too heavy. It telegraphed, as they said in script parlance, that her heart wasn’t in it. Which was welcome, if a little strange, given the place’s Chekhovian potential. Maybe that was it— the setting was too perfect, too tragic; Dolly didn’t have her usual ironic distance. The air was so rich, her wild shopworn soliloquy couldn’t breathe.


It was a good house. His mother used to call it a pavilion, with a sad, funny French accent. After they moved out, when things fell apart at the studio for Morris, they had a series of apartments, whorish approximations of a home. Dolly would canvass the new space and kill the heartache of rental by worshiping the clean white carpets of the new place, setting her white gold-freaked antiquey cabinets on the posh fabric’s lunar cushion. Of each new place, Bud heard her stagey, heart-eaten braggadocio on the phone to inquiring friends: “It is sprawling.”


Moe was drinking and grandiose, a paper general planning his assault on moviedom. He had failed as a development executive and was going to be a producer now. A demonic Eloise, he imagined the apartment as a vast “suite,” sitting on the white plains of Dolly’s precious carpets in his skimpy black underwear from the West Hollywood fag shop Ah Men, his papers fanned before him like a lunatic’s deposition. Each time they moved—every two years, two years was the most Moe could stand of one place—he needed a penthouse. They’d have to go into the savings, “digging into the principal,” as Dolly put it, because Moe liked getting into the elevator and pressing PH; he needed a penthouse with its instruments of war—the wet bar, the prairie of white carpet, the wraparound fireplace—mise-en-scéne for the domestic Armageddons, taunts, howls and hysteria, invasions, explosions, skirmishes, betrayals, and sexual roughhouse. From his distant bedroom Bud tried through roaring heart to descramble pounding feet, yelps, strangled respirations, scary secrets, frauds, and friendly fire. He wasn’t the worst of soldiers; he was a prodigy of wakefulness.


He thought about his old room. If Dolly’d shut up a minute, he could even take a little tour. A carom shot might get her off the Old Subject.


“When are you going in the hospital?”


“Friday.” She brightened. As they walked through the hexagonal breakfast room, runway lights appeared; her wings steadied. From the tower Bud would talk her down. “Your mother has to get up at four in the morning. Dr. Naugawitz is giving me a price because I leased out his Malibu home. Thirty thousand dollars a month, Buddy! Right on the sand, next to Dyan Cannon.” She leveled a beady eye at him. “Jesus, you look handsome. You got so fucking thin. Gorgeous.”


It was time for Bud Wiggins, lothario and son, to get out of there. He was meeting Wylie Guthrie, King of Story Structure, at the Commissary and didn’t want to be late. The screenwriter was starting to feel creepy anyway. It wasn’t his house. It wasn’t anyone’s. It was depressing—his mother’s remorseful harangues made him feel like a homeless person with AIDS.


Dolly followed him outside, waving her credit card. She wanted him to use it until he was on his feet again. Bud said he didn’t need it and she said not to tell his mother what he didn’t need. She shoved it in his pocket.


“You’ll pay me back with a mansion. Did you know your mother was writing a book, like a Judith Krantz?”


“You always said you could write a bestseller.”


“When I read the shit they write—your mother’s gonna do it, Buddy, she’s writing the Real Estate Novel! Your mother was a journalism major, top in her class.” Her jaw clenched and she darkened like a totem, a clairvoyant getting a signal; Bud feared she’d speak in tongues. “Tutoring that fuck, with tears in his eyes, afraid he’d fail. I pushed your father through college, are you kidding me, Bud? Sitting up with him all night so he would pass his exams. Your father was not a bright man.”


“I have to go. I’m meeting someone at the Commissary.”


He opened the door of the limo and got in.


“Why don’t you write something for television? They’re making fortunes. You don’t even have to write, you can have a ‘created by’ and still get the royalty.”


“Ma, I finished my script,” he said, calmly dignified, as if reminding her he’d recently taken the vows. “It’s for the movies. You know I don’t write for television.”


“God forbid!” Her eyes blazed blue in her pale head. “Who cares about Vietnam, we’ve seen so much already! Why don’t you do a Home Alone, you’re so brilliant. Who are you meeting?”


“A famous writer.”


“You could be meeting a Billy Quintero. Your mother would like him to be in the miniseries of Beverly Hills Adjacent.”


“What’s that?”


“Your mother’s book!”


“Billy Quintero doesn’t do television.”


“Then you two should meet!” She laughed at her little joke and Bud smiled, then grew concerned.


“What about Friday? Are you going to stay in the hospital overnight?”


“They send you home, same day. They drive you. I got a nurse for two days, the insurance pays.”


“You won’t need me for anything?”


“Nothing,” she said, with a flourish. “Only to kiss your soon-to-be-gorgeous-mother’s swollen cheek. Do you think I’d ask my son to nurse his mother? Even though I used to hold your head while you vomited.” Dolly stretched her neck to the sky and crowed, “E-zih-zinee!”—the peculiar cry from the Language that he’d heard before memory, meaning glee and good tidings. Its origin was murky but might have had something to do with the Zizanie cologne his father used to buy, Zizanie and Schimmelpennincks from Dunhill’s, down the street from Romanoff’s. The phone inside was ringing and Dolly went to the front door. “You’ll win an Academy Award, you’ll see,” she shouted. “Next week I want to introduce you to a Brazilian millionairess! E-zih-zinee! Fahr fahr carmintrate!”


…


Bud felt the pills work as he went through the studio gate. He was excited about his lunch, getting that old integrated feeling again. Feeling a part of.


About six months ago, he took a story structure class and had kept in touch with its instructor, Wylie Guthrie. Bud bounced ideas off him—together they’d find the stuff of $2.5 million spec scripts. He was flattered the teacher had taken an interest. At first, the screenwriter was embarrassed to be in class at all because it was like a confession he couldn’t write. The truth was, he was having trouble with the third act of his script. He’d heard that well-known people with good credits often took the course as a refresher and that mitigated his shame. Wylie Guthrie himself was a rich TV writer trying to break into features; he had an office on the lot and was going to be the first person to read Toy Soldier.


Guthrie wasn’t in the Commissary. Maybe he was running late. Bud doubted he was being stood up—they’d left him a drive-on pass. He got some juice from the machine and sat down. He’d wait a few minutes, then take a brisk walk around the studio. That would give Guthrie time to arrive, then Bud could come in a little breathless, like someone on the move.


Then he remembered there was a dining room with a separate entrance. He’d eaten there a few times, back when he was hot. It was mostly for executives and chummy above-the-liners; there were linen tablecloths and you needed a reservation. Bud decided to have a look.


He was sitting at a table with a bookish-looking woman, and beckoned Bud over.


“Who said it, Wiggins?” he asked eagerly. “Who said it is not enough to succeed, but our friends should also fail? La Rochefoucald or William Goldman?”


“I think it was Merv Griffin.”


Guthrie laughed raucously, full of counterfeit life. He was in his fifties and had an affected, street fighter sensibility.


“That’s Wiggins!” He turned to the woman. “Funny man. Very talented writer. Genie Katz-Cohen, meet Bud Wiggins— who you should know.”


He shook her hand and she smiled like it was costing her money. Then she stood to leave.


“Order something, Wiggins. Have a decaf Al Pacino.” Guthrie walked her a few steps from the table, lowering his voice. “So, will you move on this, Genie? Because tell them, as you know, my plate is getting full and once they come in me, I’m gonna be pregnant. I’m very fertile.”


Then he mumbled something in her ear and she left. When the master of story structure returned to the table, he looked crestfallen.


“One of my agents. Just got a terrible piece of news—guy she broke up with has AIDS.”


“Gay?”


Guthrie nodded grimly. “In a hospice. Kept it from her. So, Wiggins,” he said, suddenly cheery, “you been writing?”


“I got a first act of something.”


“The road to hell is paved with first acts! But that’s good, you’re writing. I like my kids to write. Otherwise, I feel like I’m stealing your seven hundred bucks.” Bud casually laid his script on the table. “What’s this?”


“This is it. Toy Soldier.”


“Bravo, Wiggins!” He baptized it with a slap, then slid it into a leather portfolio. He got a sly look. “I hope there’s more than just a first act. I’ll read it the weekend. What else you got?”


“An idea for a psychological action picture.”


“You have a contradiction in terms.” He threw a vapid wave to someone across the room.


“It’s a mystery movie about incest. A lady cop who had a thing with her father.”


“It’s a little Canadian. I mean, watch it—it could be Canadian. I’m bored with incest, but explore.” He stared off into the room. “Jesus, look at Quintero.”


Bud turned and saw the famous star sitting at a table with Joseph Harmon, the red-haired head of the studio. Between them was a man with a luxurious white mustache whom Bud didn’t recognize.


“He’s got total approval—script, director, everything. A fuhcocktuh actor! The studio wanted me to exec-produce a picture of his. I said no way! You work for Billy Quintero, you got to kiss his ass so deep you go home each night wearing a turtle-neck. And it isn’t cashmere.”


“Do you know Harmon?”


“What’s there to know?” He smirked and leaned into Bud. “You know what the difference between Joseph Harmon and a refrigerator is?”


“Tell me.”


“A fridge don’t fart when you take the meat out.”


Guthrie laughed hard enough to start a coughing jag that made Bud want to run. He had to leave soon anyway because he left his chauffeur’s cap in the TV room of the hotel garage. He was working today and the dispatcher wanted him to get it before he went out on a call.


“What else you bring me, Wiggins?”


“I took one of those tours through Beverly Hills.”


“I like it already.”


“I thought: what if there was a fugitive on the bus with all the tourists and when they pass Bette Midler’s house, he gets out of the bus—”


“How does he get out of the bus? Do they allow that?”


“Haven’t worked it out yet. The guy holds Midler hostage—”


“Wasn’t that an I Love Lucy?”


“Maybe Midler plays someone who’s trying to make a comeback and she milks it. Maybe there’s a crooked business manager and Midler’s got some crazy relatives visiting from the bayou or Miami or something. Or a delinquent stepson from a first marriage. The whole thing takes place inside this mansion she can’t afford anymore. It becomes a media circus.”


“A comedy.”


“Yeah, but with reconciliation.”


Guthrie sat there, lost in thought. Then he looked straight into Bud’s eyes for the first time and said, “Not there yet.” When Bud started to talk again, Guthrie said, “Focus.” Then he said it again, like a life-lesson mantra.


“What about doing Lord of the Flies, “ Bud said, “but with the guys from Drexel? You know—arbitrageurs stranded on an island—”


“This, I like! But now I gotta go.” He snapped his fingers toward one of the waiters. “¡Hombre! ¡La Cuenta!”


While they waited for the check, Guthrie did his intellectual raconteur guru shtick, a fractious discourse on his favorite “big theme,” the War Between Men and Women. It was apropos of nothing—that was his prerogative. Wylie Guthrie was a great gaudy, galling book, a roiling work-in-progress, and now and then he privileged you with a peek amid the pages. He karatechopped the space in front of him into segments as he spoke: men looked at women and saw Martians. Men were very pissed off at women—the epidemic of serial killers proved it. He kept saying serial murders were “endemic” and “pandemic,” not just an aberration. “An aberration is a”—he groped for a word—“an aberration is a . . cold. Something you get once in a while. These murders of women are going on every week in fifty states!”


He’d been married for thirty years; Bud met his wife once at the end of one of the workshops and she struck him as a mommy type. The check came and Guthrie signed it. He shook Bud’s hand as he left.


“About Toy Soldier, Wylie—I need you to tell me if you think it’s too black.’’


“You know what they say about black comedy, don’t you, Wiggins? It’s a gray area!”


He retrieved his cap and the dispatcher gave him an airport pickup: Mr. Robert Feld. The agent was arriving from New York in an hour and a half.


On the way down, Bud stopped at home to get another copy of his script. He’d planned on registering it at the Writers Guild first, but that could wait.


His client stood beside the baggage carousel with a willowy, husky-voiced woman. Bobby Feld was thirty-two now and looked like some kind of savvy dagger. Bud breathed deeply and approached, deciding to leave on his cap.


“Hi, Bobby. It’s Bud Wiggins.”


Feld shook Bud’s hand as if he were expecting him, then introduced him to Krizia Falb. He asked how the writing was going and it was all very pleasant. The agent was masterful— elisions were his sustenance. Bud got the car from the lot and by the time he brought it around, they were waiting at the curb with a porter. As they pulled into traffic, Krizia Folb was in the middle of a story.


“So he’s under there—”


“Where’d you say he picked her up?” Feld interrupted.


“Jesus, Bobby, you’re not listening! Mortons, at the bar.”


“And she’s a hooker—”


“No, she’s an investment banker. Of course, she’s a hooker! So he takes her back to the Bel Air—”


Feld suddenly talked to the back of Bud’s head. “We’re going to be dropping off Miss Folb first. Do you know where the Towers are?” Bud said he did and Feld thanked him. He hadn’t used Bud’s name yet and the screenwriter felt a little deflated. Maybe Feld needed the distance.


“Would you let me for chrissake finish, Bobby?”


“He takes her back to the Bel Air—”


“And they have a drink and they get in bed. And he feels under there . . and it’s long and it’s hard.” Feld said Jesus! and the woman started to laugh, then pulled herself together. “So he says, ‘What’s this?’ And she looks at him—and he’s starting to see the cheekbones and the acne pitting—she looks at him and says, ‘That’s my clitoris’!”


They howled awhile, then spoke in undertones. Bud felt the distance again. The agent made a phone call while Krizia Folb stared into the night. When they dropped her off, the screenwriter handed the bags to the doorman and waited beside the car.


“You should come and make movies for me, Bobby.”


“I’m an agent, Krizia. Spielberg sends a card on my birthday, Billy Quintero calls me back same day. Bertolucci confides in me, Michelle Pfeiffer has me to barbecue, I’m in fucking heaven. Okay? And I wake up in the morning and don’t have to think what studio I’m working at today.”


She kissed him on the cheek. “All you need now is a wife. To meet someone nice. Someone who’ll say those three wonderful little words: that’s my clitoris!” She screamed and ran inside.


Finally alone together, Bud told the agent how he’d laid low and written an original. Feld was gracious and inquisitive, and Bud decided not to elaborate; best to tantalize. With some eagerness, he promised to read Toy Soldier and Bud knew he wasn’t bullshitting because a finished script was still the most valuable of commodities.


…


When he got home, Dolly was cleaning out the downstairs closet. She was into one of the shoeboxes, full of snapshots of her and Moe from the forties and fifties.


“Your mother once had a house, in Macon. Do you remember the house in Macon?”


She was 105 pounds and wore a baby-blue jogging suit. She was drinking wine; Bud guessed she was nervous about the surgery. His mother handed him a picture of a black mammy in a smock.


“Do you remember Trudy? Fat black Trudy? A fat black pig, a real shvartzeh. I shouldn’t say that.” She told for the hundredth time the old “cute” story about Bud asking Trudy if she was a Jew. “I’m Nih-gro,” she said, and the mammy laughed so hard she almost had a heart attack. Dolly burrowed through the boxes and his mind’s eye saw Trudy trucking through the overwaxed linoleum halls on blubbery legs, all perspiration and Lysol. What were they doing in Macon?


Moe Wiggins was a campus DJ in Illinois, that’s where he and Dolly met, he had a good radio voice and an aptitude for Broadcasting. He liked talking into a mike. Bud remembered that whenever his father used a tape recorder at home, he always gravely intoned, Testing one two three, test one two three, this is a test, like he was about to announce where to find the fallout shelters. Out of college, he worked for a local station owned by Jerry Fairchild, who became his big broadcasting boss. Handsome Jerry Fairchild. Everything was Fairchild-this and Fairchild-that and Moe didn’t particularly like it but was starting to make good money and even offered stock, so he didn’t complain. When Bud was born, he dubbed Fairchild to be godfather, a kind of obsequious homage (your father was a kiss-ass) that carried with it no obligations whatsoever. Fairchild owned a string of radio stations and sent his boy Moe down south to fix one of them that was in trouble. Bud was four years old. They stayed in Macon awhile with Trudy the shvartzeh. The house was set way back and Bud could remember their mailbox stuck on a road, wide as a river, its gutters choked with honeysuckle. He learned how to suck the fluid out and this was a kind of divinity. It became part of the traveling Garden he carried with him for all time.


When he got the Macon station on its feet, Fairchild sent him to San Francisco and Moe commuted to the city from the Arbor, across the bay. Dolly didn’t enjoy moving around so much, but Moe didn’t mind, he couldn’t stand still anywhere too much. The only part that bothered him was having Fairchild tell him where to go, like he was a whore.


Moe swooped down on these fucked-up stations like an angry messiah. He was good at it, even though Dolly said his efforts always made him a “hated man.” He was sometimes a vicious, abrasive Communicator; had to be, to get the job done. Morris Wiggins really liked to communicate, that was his college major, Communications—how he loved that word and its promise, it was his field, he used to say—Broadcasting and Communicating and promoting, ad sloganeering and jingles, selling people on people. He even formed a company, Morris Wiggins Communications, Inc., paying someone five thousand dollars to come up with a sovereign, swaggering logo (your father was a little Hitler). He brought Bud to his new office and the employees cooed over the little boy as he peeked from the big desk like John John Kennedy. Yes, Communication was the thing he knew through and through—he sermonized his son with it, an endless alcoholic rhapsody, and the word eventually acquired for Bud a bland and totalitarian occultism that encompassed everything from smoke signals to early Torah studies.


Bud flopped on the sofa bed and watched Dolly, cross-legged on the floor, sort through the pictures. She stared at a photo of a house as if it were a child long dead. “The place in the Arbor was the last home your mother owned.” She had jumped to California, land of the pavilions, and was getting a little declamatory. So be it: the sermon of Houses. Let it ride, he said to himself. She passed the old Kodachrome to her son.


“With the gorgeous lanai, and the trampoline. Do you remember? He couldn’t live in the city, no. Your father had to live in the Arbor with the luaus and the thousand-dollar sandboxes. Custom-made, that sandbox! Are you kidding me, Bud? Custom-made and paid for by Morris Wiggins Communications, Inc!” Sandbox: it was like remembering a Model T, a glorious extinct thing. He could feel the dense heat packed around his burrowed little boy bones. “A gorgeous house. We could barely afford the payments. I wanted to work, he wouldn’t let me. Do you know who lived in the Arbor? The Gettys. That’s right. Your father had to live with the Gettys, that was his sickness. Some of those homes had a hundred rooms, like Versailles. Smelling of shit.” She smiled wickedly to herself. “I remember from college, tutoring your fuck father. Do you know Versailles, the palace? They had no plumbing back then, e-zih-zinee. Can you imagine, your mother remembering her studies from college? Brilliant, your mother! Fahr fahr carmintrate!” She pulled out a beatific charcoal drawing she’d done of Bud when he was fourteen. “The Young Scholar” was written below.


They stayed there for two years. They stayed everywhere for two years. The thing the screenwriter remembered most about the Arbor, like the way he remembered Macon’s wide road with its honeysuckle, was its eucalyptus trees. They drove him to a private mysticism that he eventually linked to the Secret Garden. He could call up the eucalyptus trees at any time, but the Garden and its fountain remained elusive. He was always trying to place them; he knew they weren’t part of any backyard.


Morris got tired of commuting and they moved to a lavish apartment in the Heights, on the hill atop the city, within a stone’s throw of the Gettys. Always the Gettys. Then he decided he didn’t want to be in radio anymore—it couldn’t contain his talent and ambition. It was too small-time; he wanted to work in the movies. They had a friend from college who was an up-and-comer in the Business. He got the studio to offer Moe a job in marketing and the Wigginses moved to Bel Air.


“Your father quit Jerry Fairchild without consulting me!” She had begun noodling with the needle and almost found a vein. “Your father was a radio man, he didn’t know from movies! Are you kidding me? But Joe Harmon had a thing for him.”


“Joseph Harmon?”


“We went to school with that fag, in Chicago.”


Bud couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


“Harmon got Dad the studio job?”


“He always had a crush on your father. We all joked about it together. He gave your father the movie bug and helped him get a little nothing job in publicity. Then your father— the talker—wangled his way into an executive office. But Moe didn’t like to work for anyone. He had personality clashes with the brass. Your father was a hated man.”


“Why didn’t you ever tell me this?”


“No reason! Oh, Bud, Harmon would never do anything for you! Don’t you think if I thought Harmon would do something for you I would have told you years ago? Nothing, Bud! Oh no, Joseph Harmon—‘she,’ we used to call him ‘she’—”


Dolly unearthed a photo of her husband standing with a younger, thinner Harmon, he of the exuberant trademark red hair. Bud gawked at it while she spoke of the time Moe started to drink too much, quitting his job at the studio to become an independent producer, blowing potential investors to fifteen-hundred-dollar dinners at Perino’s. A world of senseless dinners, Fabergé sandboxes and doom.


“The big man! And I would go into the bathroom and puke, literally puke on the fur I hadn’t paid for. And these men and their wives and their mistresses—your father fucked around plenty, believe me—Moe hardly knew them, Bud! They were names Harmon gave him. Harmon had money, he didn’t care. His family was very rich and his position at the studio was secure. He told Morris that he was going to leave the studio, that he’d go into partnership with him once your father tested the waters. A lie! He never had any intention of leaving the studio, Bud! He just wanted Morris around so he could . . jack off. Your father was naïve, he got played for the fool, are you kidding me? He bought the caviar and these ‘investors’—they weren’t investors, they were leeches—they all said, We really got somethin’ here. When your father was in trouble, Harmon cut him off! Are you kidding me? Nobody likes a loser, and your father was a loser. And the money was running out and I was dying. So I went to work at Hoffmann-Dougherty’s while your father was taking ‘investors’ to the whorehouse on the hill. Circus Maximus, do you remember? Oh yes. Your father was a pimp. Always at the ‘Losers Club’ on La Cienega—perfect!”


She closed her eyes; her lids lit up as the blood entered the syringe. Bud went to the toilet and the words turned, as they had countless times before: his father had been played for a fool. He was a mark, they set him up, a real shakedown at the whorehouse on the hill. His mother was Thelma Ritter.


“You don’t know how it hurts me not to have a house!” he heard her scream through the door. “I never spent a dime. And there was your father with the cigars—they kept them in a special humidor at Dunhill, with Milton Berle’s—and the dinners at Romanoff’s and Frascati’s and the six-hundred-dollar hairbrushes from Milton F. Kreis—oh, yes! The hairbrushes and the preening in the mirror and the faggy underwear from Ah Men. Maybe he and Harmon had something going, I wouldn’t put it past your father.” Then, sotto voce: “He had to be fucking somebody ‘cause it sure as hell wasn’t me.”


Bud came back to the room. Dolly was on her feet now, a narcotized chanteuse.


“If he’d played it right, he could have at least got some money out of it! And now I’m running around that store, Buddy”—she welled up—“I don’t even have time for lunch, and the women come in, thirty years old, one of them just put in a two-hundred-thousand-dollar tennis court with pagodas—Chuck Connors plays there—and I listen to them and I am dying! Three, four, five, six dresses at a shot and their old creep husbands say, ‘Go! Spend!’ and these are not cheap, Bud, these are couturier, some come straight from Europe and haven’t been shown yet, and I smile and I’m carrying the heavy boxes and they say ‘Thank you, Dolly!’ and inside, I am dying. And they’re flying off in their private jets—one of them has a five-thousand-acre horse farm in Kentucky—”


“Mom, come on! That kind of life—”


“It’s a life! That people lead. I used to see them in the dressing rooms with their dirty bras and their bodies. Bud, their bodies! You wouldn’t believe, gorgeous. And filthy, some of them, crawling. And not a care in the world.”


“I thought you were quitting the store. What about the real estate thing?”


“It’s impossible. You can’t get in, it’s like the Mafia. Your mother got a license for nothing. Million Dollar Club bullshit. I am going to fuck them, you’ll see.”


He stood up and walked toward her. She let him hold her, then broke away.


“Fuck him! Fuck him! A sick, sick man, your father! May he rot in hell! Rih-meen!” she crowed, exultant. “Rih-meen, e-zih-zinee! I’m your mothra, fahr fahr carmintrate. Rih-meen! Without you, I’d kill myself!”


It got him thinking.


Joseph Harmon had started a prestigious program for first-time directors called Daedalus. Each year the studio financed four or five short, ambitious films as a kind of penance for greed and general bad faith. Anyone was eligible to submit a script. The idea of writing a play had always appealed to Bud, but he lacked a venue. Theater in Los Angeles was a game for Ahmansons and masochists. He decided to write a play-for-film and give it to Daedalus. It would give him something to do while Toy Soldier was out there, a cool-down after a long, strenuous run. He’d take some risks—make it dense and loony and operatic, a Strindbergian turn. The deadline was six weeks away and he knew that once he got started, it would pour out of him. The stories were half-hours; compared with the feature length he’d just finished, it would be a breeze. The freakish connection between Harmon and his father certainly couldn’t hurt. It would definitely get the powerful man’s attention. That’s all Bud wanted—his work to be noticed by people who mattered. If he got their attention, his talent would do the rest.


He would be practical. The script would take place in one location. For inspiration, he took another ride to Bellagio Road.


Bud parked a few houses down and walked.


At dusk, after a day at the playground, he pedaled his green Sting-Ray home down these leafy streets, ecstatically exhausted, that evocative hour when night starts to fall. He got a ten-speed with fashionably upturned handlebars that were carefully wound with special tape, softening them to the grip. All the boys wrapped their handlebars with care, like master weavers.


Bud slowed as he passed the neighbors’ houses. One used to belong to a family who owned a bakery. They were called the Bakers, like an old-country joke (Dolly used to say they were from Hunger); they each weighed half a ton and barely spoke English. The Bakers had sweet, morbid sons and were always inviting the Wigginses over for pool parties—they were the first on the block to have a slide that curled into the deep end. Dolly hated being in the sun. So her husband the Communicator went over to be neighborly and partake in a little freebie sun-worshiping. He’d loll in a floating chaise with a martini while the rays blackened him. He loved getting dark and Bud winced when he saw the Baker boys titter at his father’s tiny swimsuit.


The next house was grander and belonged to a famous actor. He used to appear at the Wigginses door in midmorning with a snifter, wearing a silk robe, a blasted old lion. He had a sullen, ruined tribe of stepchildren and a young actress wife who overdosed and died when Bud was eleven. On Monday nights Moe went over there to play gin. Once Bud was wheeling his bike into the driveway, back from the supernatural schoolyard, when Nick Adams jumped from his sports car and waved on his way to the game. That moment was fixed for Bud as perfect elysian early-sixties, like the photo he once saw of Russ Tamblyn “tumbling” on Rodeo Drive.


Bud peered at old Casa Wiggins through the hedge and wondered if he’d have trouble getting in. There weren’t any cars, so he was certain it was empty. There was one of those big cartoony realtor padlocks clamped on the front door, so Bud went around toward the back. Maybe Dolly left a window unlatched. He tried a side door and it was open. Dolly was really getting fuhdrait.


As he stood in the foyer, the idea came to him, like a ball being rolled to his feet: his film would be the story of a woman who finally has her dream house. One day, while her husband is at work and the children at school, she’s visited by a stranger. The stranger tells her he lived in the house as a boy. He is passing through town for the last time, he says mysteriously. He wants to come in for a final look. Nice and pragmatic—one location, two actors.


Bud crossed the open space of the living room, once rich with white carpet. As a boy he wasn’t allowed to set foot on it. There was a breakfront there, the biggest piece of furniture he’d ever seen. He was always afraid it would topple over. The screenwriter passed the place by the picture window where he relentlessly practiced scales on the white and gold Kawai, his father’s splashy gift to Dolly one Christmas. Your father the parvenu, your father the arriviste, your father King Shit. She went for anything white and gold. Liberace was big then, so Dolly stuck a garish candelabra on top, next to a menorah. When Bud was through practicing, Moe would spread his papers out on the floor and work on big deals while listening to the hi-fi hidden in the breakfront—“Moulin Rouge,” “Some Enchanted Evening,” “Bali Ha’i,” “The Street Where You Live.” He hated his son’s arpeggios, his Czerny and Scarlatti; he bought him the sheet music to “Charmaine” and “Moon River” and “The Theme from The Apartment.” Bud stuck them deep down in the piano seat.


He went into the den, where Moe smoked cigars and made phone calls on the WATS line. Bud used to brag to his friends about his father’s special phone, the one you could call anywhere in the world on and never have to pay. It didn’t even have a dial, like it was from the White House or something. On the walls were award plaques for producing jingles, framed articles from Broadcasting magazine, photos of Morris Wiggins shaking hands with Phil Silvers and Jerry Fairchild and Dinah Shore and probably Joseph Harmon. Bud first heard Moe say “fuck you” in that room, right over the WATS line, and it spooked him, like watching someone get beat up. He could have been saying fuck you to someone in Thailand and it wouldn’t have cost him a penny.


Climbing the spiral staircase to the second floor, Bud had a funny, disconnected memory: being sneezed on by a girl at school and smelling the core of the girl’s cold, a sensual musky smell. Was it Cora? He reached the walk-in closet in the hall. Dolly used to sit in there when she was depressed, like it was a chapel. He remembered hearing her cry, muffled by the rows of woolly dresses, her own Secret Garden.


He entered his old bedroom and stared out over the trees. It was the room in which Bud came of age with the dark, learning about his aloneness. In the middle of the night he would hear his parents’ faraway voices and, when they stopped, the creaky burglar sounds of the house itself. If it was windy, he strained to listen until his ears felt brittle and achy—murderous movements of imaginary intruders on their way to the foot of the spiral stairs. An hour of this became unbearable; he’d creep to his parents’ door, knocking pathetically, ready to burst inside when the killers ascended. Dolly would finally open the door and watch him climb into the enormous bed, where he’d listen some more, the wind only wind now, the maneuverings downstairs untraceable, benign. The bodies snored beside him, each exhalation an anesthetic flooding the room.


Bud thought he heard something downstairs and laughed to himself. It was time to go. He’d grown up and the house had no more to give—it was a curiosity rather than a revelation, as it should be. His visit was a success. He was stoked, ready to begin an outline. Joseph Harmon would know about him soon enough.


The next morning Bud got a call from the office of Bobby Feld.


“Hey, big guy.” The old appellation.


“Hi, Bobby.”


“Listen, I read the script and I think it’s great.”


“Toy Soldier?” Bud asked incredulously.


“No, Chinatown. Of course, Toy Soldier. You wrote it, right?”


“I didn’t expect you to get to it so fast—”


“I can read a script in ten minutes—yours took two. I’m kidding. It grabbed my heart by the short hairs. What happened to you, Wiggins? You write shit for years—I mean, not shit, but not thrilling—you disappear, then bam! you come back out of the blue with a killer. Have you showed it to anyone?”


“No. I just finished it.”


He’d been waylaid by Feld’s response; he felt like he was overhearing someone else’s conversation.


“Good. Don’t let anyone see it. We got a sale here, big guy.”


He heard a click that meant Feld had moved a switch on the phone so he could say something to his assistant without being heard. The agent himself had shown Bud the gimmick in palmier days. It clicked again and Feld resumed.


“Listen, there’s a project over at Universal I think you might be right for. It’s for Joel Levitt, you heard of him?”


“No.”


“He’s a player, lots of stuff in development. I sent your script over and I want to set a meeting.”


Bud’s stomach flipped over. “You sent my script over? I didn’t register it yet.”


“Who are you, Art Buchwald? Joel Levitt is a personal friend of mine and your script is coming from TTA. We have a proprietary interest. Look, you haven’t worked in about a thousand years and it looks like the ball’s starting to roll again for you. So would you please not be a cunt?”


Bud couldn’t help but like Bobby Feld. He’d actually missed the banter.


“What do you mean, the ball’s starting to roll?”


“A few people have asked what you’ve been up to.”


“Who?”


“Who, who, Gordon Schmoo,” he mocked. “At the staff meeting. People still remember the movie you wrote and know it wasn’t your fault it didn’t come out. So cheer up. I’m going to put Marcus on to give you a time. Levitt’s going out of the country, so I think it has to be Friday. Okay, big guy?”


“The reporter called me.”


“What reporter?”


“The one from the News you gave my number to.”


“Right.”


He heard the clicking again and Feld said he had to go. Bud impulsively asked if he knew anything about Daedalus and the agent said it was a nice calling card, but if he wanted to direct, why didn’t he let Feld try to get him a real gig? He had to go again and put him on to Marcus, who got his address and gave him a time for Friday with Levitt, right after his scheduled lunch with the reporter.


A script from Universal came late that afternoon and it was the first time anything had been messengered to Bud in four years. Someone had torn the title page off. There was a note from Feld attached that said Bud was to read it and pitch his “take” on a rewrite at the Friday meeting.


He treated himself to some Darvon, and drove over to the little subterranean coffee shop at the Beverly Palm for a twenty-five-dollar breakfast. He brought the script with him but wound up making notes about his Daedalus project instead. He wasn’t going to be an instant slave to Joel Levitt or Bobby Feld or anyone else. Friday was still a few days off. He knew he had to keep his balance, not get too excited.


…


When he got back from the Foundation, Bud lived for a while in a section of town the realtors called Beverly Hills Adjacent. He was depressed. He would go to sleep at four or five in the morning, wake up in the afternoon, order food from the local deli-mart and eat in front of the television. He’d watch the tube until he dropped off. He maintained this schedule for six months. It was during these small-screen vigils that Bud discovered a film which aroused an almost religious fervor in him: The Best Years of Our Lives. The story evoked something elegiac and beautiful that strangely soothed him. He loved inserting himself into the schema of this dead forties melodrama, a visit to Shangri-la.


Fredric March and family lived in an apartment that Moe Wiggins could relate to—spacious and too expensive. Sprawling, as Dolly would say. March had a lion’s heart and a patriarchal charisma that was sensual and invigorating. His wife, Myrna Loy, was toughly tender, lucid, and elegant. In the phraseology of the Children of Alcoholics meetings that Jeanette used to drag Bud to, Loy was March’s “codependent,” “cosigning” his alcoholism, grooving on its ambience and hard times and mood changes, standing by her man, loving him, Bud thought, the way you’d love a John Cheever or a Bill Styron. And it worked—it was a real marriage. It had heart and muscle, heat and historicity. Bud lusted for that family and its opalescent world of morality and epic promise, War and Enterprise, the creamy gateway to the fifties. The Class of ’ 46: when he was eight, he went to Moe’s Midwest college reunion and saw the zeitgeist of the era in all the yearbook eyes.


This will be my shining hour


calm and happy and bright.


In my dreams your face will flower


in the darkness of the night.


When Bud thought of the movie, it was like having real memories from that time. He swallowed the analgesia of all the fake old references; they became his own. He hoped one day to make a son-in-law worthy as Dana Andrews would be to Fredric March.


He scribbled some notes for the short film, using the Bellagio Road house as the stage: the couple with the little boy buy a home they can’t afford, but the future is bright. A stranger knocks at the door, a youngish man, Dana Andrews type, casualty of an unnamed war. He tells the woman that he lived in her house when he was a kid and asks if can he please take a look. He says cryptically that it’s the last chance he’ll have. Something about the stranger disarms her. She lets him in.


Bud took another pill. He had a good beginning. He was on his way now, it was all making sense—he would make his own version of The Best Years, compressed, empurpled, drama-turgical, like some experimental Polish theater group’s vision of that American time. He might even call the characters Fred and Myrna and Dana, take it right from the movie, “appropriate” it, as the avant-garde hacks say. Maybe there’d be a laugh track in places and warped eruptions of applause, a gaga homage to Bud’s favorite sitcom Father Knows Best, which was really just a juvenilization of the March/Loy saga. A laugh track, with some Rachmaninoff or Bruckner or Vaughan Williams thrown in, a little postmodern Sirkian transport. Bud knew about Buñuel and Sirk years ago, now all anyone could talk about was Sirk and Buñuel, Sirk and Buñuel. Bud was hip to those guys when he was eleven years old. Now it was Sirk and Buñuel and Lynch. Jeanette would just say he was sour grapes. At least Lynch knew how to promote himself. Bud needed to get better at self-promotion.


He wasn’t sure what was going to happen inside the house yet, but maybe after the stranger leaves, the woman feels differently about her life. A sea change. That wasn’t a bad title, especially if the stranger was some kind of sailor. A Sea Change. Too soft. Somebody had already called something that. Other People’s Houses was good, but someone had used that, too.


Maybe Bud would have the woman sleep with the stranger, then pick the son up from school, make the husband dinner, go for a walk, and never come back. Or maybe blow her brains out or defenestrate herself or choke on something during dinner like Dolly once did in a public restaurant and the little boy would run from the table in horror as the husband did the Heimlich. Another title came to mind and Bud blushed with enthusiasm: Bringing Down the House. He was pretty sure that hadn’t been used.


Bud needed a real structure now; even Lynch needed that. It would come. He’d dip into the stolen library and absorb some Strindberg and Tennessee Williams.


He took a nap.


Most of the limos at the Beverly Palm were owned by workaholic Chileans who occasionally needed stand-in drivers when they felt like time off with the family or when they got demoralized from too much exposure to the rich. Bud liked the work. The hours were flexible and on a good day he could clear a hundred dollars, cash.


There was time to think about his projects during calls. That week, while he waited for clients outside expensive offices and restaurants, Bud sat in the car reading the script Feld sent over. It was awful but had some funny bits and was structurally sounder than it first seemed. It could be salvaged. He wouldn’t have to do that much work, which was good because lately Bud found it hard to concentrate— on anything, really. Toy Soldier had depleted him. He never wanted to spend two years writing a script again. He needed the time-frame discipline an assignment provided; Bud needed to work and be paid. It sounded like a joke, but he thought he got more creative when someone was paying him for his efforts.


He had a few days off and went to the cafeteria at Cedars-Sinai to hone the Levitt pitch. The hospital comforted him; it was where Brian might have wound up working, with a high tech suite of offices in the adjoining medical building and Percodan for everyone. That would have been good times. Anyway, Dolly was in there somewhere having her face fixed and would soon be ready to go home. Bud had offered to pick her up, but his mother was adamant about making her own arrangements. She hated being vulnerable, hated being a burden. On birthdays and holidays, she ordered him not to buy a gift. Don’t spend your money. He guessed it was all some childhood thing, cold fish parents or something. Her parents died young and from all the stories he ever heard about them, they were stiffs. One day, when he had some money, he’d help Dolly out and spring for some Reichian therapy. That woman had more armor than a Russian tank. He thought about his poorly loved, well-defended mother’s armor under the knife and had trouble with the details of his pitch. He got that scary blocked feeling and decided not to bother making too many notes for the meeting at Universal.


The screenwriter sat there in the cafeteria, letting the ideas percolate to the surface. He disliked working from outlines; it squelched his creativity. He agreed with himself to spend the next few days “unconsciously” working on the fix and felt the burden lift.


As he fumbled with his keys, a Jamaican nurse opened the door. He heard moans as he entered. When Bud switched on the light in Dolly’s bedroom, he recoiled.


“Buddy!” she wailed, holding an arm out weakly. “Buddy! What did he do? Why did I let him? Why! Why!”


Her face was swollen and unrecognizable. Bud turned and gaped at the nurse.


“What did they do to her?”


“Cut her,” she said laconically.


“That fucker, Bud, cutting and peeling! They wouldn’t put me out. My nerves are on fire!”


Bud went toward the phone.


“We have to call him, what’s his number—”


“No!” she shouted. He restrained her.


“Jesus, Ma, don’t try to get up!”


“Only codeine he gave me, that fucker. Can you imagine!”


The stain-blotched sheet around her chest fell to the floor and he saw the thick bandages around her breasts. Everything was smeared with bright orange antiseptic.


“What happened to your tits?” he blurted out.


“They put silicone in there,” the nurse said dryly.


Bud reeled back onto a chair, nauseated. The nurse helped prop Dolly up with a pillow.


“Your father was the tit man,” she said, slurring her words. “I’d find Polaroids of the girlfriends, always with the D cup and the pancake nipples. Did you know your mother’s writing a bestseller, Beverly Hills Adjacent?”


“Ma, don’t talk.”


“She gonna be all right,” said the nurse.


“How long will you be with her?” he asked her.


“Trudy’s going to stay right here and watch the shitty soaps.”


The nurse smiled and said she wasn’t Trudy, she was Carmen, but she’d stay no matter what Mrs. Wiggins called her because Mrs. Wiggins was a good woman in pain.


Dolly coughed, then winced and hovered her hand above her breast like a healing spatula.


“The day your father died, I went straight to Hoffmann-Dougherty for a pedicure, that’s how much I hated him!”


Bud stood up. “Bobby Feld liked my script.”


“Give me the basin,” Dolly importuned. “I’m gonna throw up!” The nurse brought her a kidney-shaped emesis dish and Dolly rested it on her cheek, a cool savior.


“Breathe through your mouth now, girl.”


“Trudy—Carmen,” she corrected herself, “get me a rag with some ice in it.” Dolly focused valiantly on Bud. “Bobby Feld, at TTA? I almost sold him a house.”


Bud moved closer. “I have a big meeting the end of the week, at Universal. And they’re interviewing me for the News.” He just wanted to make her feel better.


Dolly seemed to take it in; the whole thing sounded dreamlike enough for Bud to wonder if she really understood. His mother beckoned him closer and whispered softly in his ear. “Would you do something for me, Buddy?”


“Do you want me to call Naugawitz? Do you want some water? Tell me what you want.”


She put her frail hand on his.


“Would you write a hit movie for your mother and get an Academy Award? And buy a house for your mother in Holmby Hills? Because I’m tired, Buddy! You don’t know how tired your mother is!”


She let go of him and immediately fell asleep.


…


Bud was sitting in Hugo’s going over the Levitt script when an eager man holding a knapsack approached.


“Are you Bud?”


Peter Dietrich introduced himself and sat down. He was around thirty, with a soft blond beard and easy manner. He groused about the traffic, set his tape recorder on the table and ordered some tea. Bud felt impressive; he was reasonably sure it would be obvious to anyone who looked over that he was being interviewed. After they ordered, he graciously asked Dietrich how he came to be a reporter. The young journalist went through the predictable personal data: Ivy Leaguer who came from wealth, girlfriend of nine years (a physician), unfinished novel. He was also related to a famous painter— just to spice up the résumé.


Dietrich turned his attention completely to Bud. He put on the recorder, then took out a little reporter’s notepad and held it like a prop. It seemed more like a quaint emblem of his trade than anything else, like a pharmacist’s mortar and pestle.


Bud spoke of his bygone unreleased film like an honored strategist whose campaign had failed not for want of heart and design, but arms and men; he’d delivered a brilliant, much-praised script that was destroyed by the hands of derelict strategists. He sounded very Zen about dropping out of Hollywood for a while because he “tired of the game.” Bud Wiggins had cannily taken his probable fuck-you money and gone on sabbatical. He mentioned Toy Soldier and stressed the importance of taking charge, unshackling oneself from the yoke of what the tired town pundits called Development Hell. The reporter liked it when Bud told him he did his best work in a hospital cafeteria. Good copy.


Halfway through lunch Bud had a brainstorm. He told the reporter he happened to have a meeting at Universal at three and would he like to come along? Dietrich immediately agreed, hardly containing his excitement at the prospect of Babylonian fieldwork—Bud knew the interviewer’s “serious writer” side was particularly engaged. After all, the sanctum sanctorum of Hollywood dealmakers was the stuff of great Literature. Potential great Literature anyway. Bud could kill two birds with one pitch: he’d come across as a hot “scripter” in the News profile while simultaneously impressing the hell out of Joel Levitt. Here was a writer noteworthy enough to be profiled for a day-in-the-life-and he’s got the chutzpah to bring the reporter to a meeting! His balls alone might land him the gig.


“You should try and write a script,” Bud said as the reporter paid the check. Dietrich blushed.


“I’ve thought about it.”


“It’s easier than writing a novel,” Bud added. “But maybe not.”


The guard at the gate took forever to find Bud’s drive-on. Bud stared at the poster of Banana Republic, the ape movie that came out of nowhere to gross two hundred million. Dietrich smiled vacantly and the screenwriter got a sinking feeling. He wondered if Levitt’s office forgot to leave him a pass.


“Bud Wiggins,” he enunciated again, firmly.


“Relax.” The guard was one of those sardonic leather-skinned crackpots indigenous to studio lots. “A guy goes to his shrink and says, ‘Doc! I’m a teepee! I’m a wigwam! I’m a teepee! I’m a wigwam!’ ” He finally taped a pass to the wind-shield, then leaned over intimately to Bud. “The shrink says, ‘Relax: you’re two tents.’ ”


He waved them through.


As they drove to the executive building, Bud wondered if he was doing the right thing. What if his plan exploded in his face? He figured the worst they could do was make the reporter wait outside the room. He was suddenly calm now that the worst was all right. He got a second wind and began to psych himself up by “unconsciously” thinking about the pitch.


Feld was waiting in the anteroom when Bud appeared with his Boswell. The agent was euphoric. After a moment he recognized Dietrich and pumped his hand vigorously. Bud explained the situation and Feld didn’t seem to have a problem with it.


“If it’s okay with Joel—and I don’t see why it shouldn’t be. No, it’s great!” He shivered with overconfidence. “I got these guys very wet. Do your homework?”


“The script is really bad, Bobby—”


“What’d you expect, Sophie’s Choice? I’ve positioned you on this, big guy.” Dietrich took it all in, beside himself. He looked like a starstruck rube who’d won a radio contest walk-on for Speed-the-Plow. “Let’s go in there and do some serious felching.”


Joel Levitt appeared at the heavy walnut doors to his office and gestured them in. He was the man with the white mustache whom Bud saw sitting in the Commissary with Joseph Harmon. Levitt was deeply tanned and either ten years older or ten years younger than he looked. When Feld told him Dietrich was doing a story on Bud and would he mind, Levitt shrugged; he couldn’t have cared less. Bud was trying to think of something funny to say when Feld made a joke about Levitt’s office actually being a new stop on the tour, so the public could see a producer in action. Levitt said something hiply nihilistic about wanting to blow up one of the trams. They filed past him to the big room.


Bud took one look and almost fainted. There were ten people, all seated, eyes trained on him.


“This is worse than the sale at Maxfield’s,” he blurted. Everyone laughed, and it pushed away his vertigo. Still, he thought he was going to vomit. Levitt made a few perfunctory introductions that ended with Bud shaking hands with none other than Billy Quintero. The screenwriter blanched, then recovered.


“Jesus, you look a lot like Billy Quintero.” The star smiled at Bud and it was a nice smile; he was always written up as a shy man of few words. Quintero asked how he was and Bud said “Intimidated.” He was a fan. The gracious star smiled again, sweetly awkward.


Bud liked him and that helped his nerves. The first few minutes of a meeting were crucial. If the chemistry was wrong or there were too many interruptions, it had the wrongness of a bad dream—he’d start to feel disembodied, like his soul had floated up to watch the goings-on from the ceiling. When a pitch soured, time got hammered down like an endless loop, all numb seconds of lurid, sweaty colors, vivid and alien. If they didn’t like what you had to say (for whatever sane or irrational reasons), you became the personification of what they feared and hated most: waste, and the horrendous metaphysical implications of its courtship.


“Billy’s looking to do a comedy,” Levitt said, “so we brought him in on this project.”


“I’m not sure he’s right for it,” Bud said coolly. The moment hung in the air, then the room broke up again and Quintero smiled. Levitt asked Bud if he wanted some coffee and Bud said how about a decaf Al Pacino. This time Quintero cracked up.


The reporter had the dangerously exhilarated look of a prize-fighter on peyote; Dietrich would inhale the stink first-hand, feel the franchise of respect accorded a writer like Bud Wiggins. Yes, his career was not where he had hoped. But he’d had a film produced and that it did not come out wasn’t his fault. He had done his part. What had Billy Quintero worked on, before getting the recognition he deserved? How many Equity waivers? How many taxicabs, how many bars? And what about Joel Levitt? He certainly wasn’t born getting two hundred phone calls a day. He wasn’t born with a Maserati Quattroporte, his own restaurant and accountants who took full-page ads out in the trades just to thank him for being alive. No, he was a schlep in a mail room, you better believe it. Like his father and his father’s father before him, forever and ever. And he could be nothing tomorrow and was smart enough to know it. Quintero knew it, they all knew it—they could be nothing tomorrow. So they had to search all the time for the thing that would keep them rich and famous and powerful and their search invariably led them to Writers. If the writer had the hook, the take, the fix, the vision, they would pave the streets with gold for him. Because they were not covetous of the fame or fortune of a writer.


“Have you read the script?” Levitt asked.


“Bud had some problems with it,” Feld interjected.


“That’s why we’re here,” said the producer.


The screenwriter took a breath; it was time. “The body exchange stuff has been done to death,” he said soberly. He was careful not to be cocky. No matter how bad the script was, there was invariably a minefield of hidden agendas. For all he knew, it might have been the idea of Joel Levitt’s dying seven-year-old daughter. Or maybe Quintero came up with it—why else would he be here? The material didn’t warrant his presence, if only because the two leads were barely out of their teens. Quintero was almost forty. He hadn’t done a film in two years. He was choosy, picked his shots well. The studio could never force him into a room like this; he had to be seriously interested. Joel Levitt aside, Bud had read somewhere that the star wanted to do comedy. But Quintero was too old for this project and Bud knew he had to address that—it was a test.


“I’m not so sure they should be teenagers.”


“Go on,” said Levitt. You’re getting warm.


“Can we back up?” Bud said, buying time. He was starting to blank.


“Bud has some general notes,” the agent offered.


“As I said, we’ve seen the body-exchange stuff before.” No one could argue with that. He decided to play it out.


“That was one of Billy’s concerns,” said the producer.


Bingo.


“Still, it’s been awhile since Big. If it’s handled right, that’s something an audience always loves. So I’d combine it with the subplot about the guy who gets made into the pope.”


“Combine it,” Levitt echoed flatly.


“Right.” Bud tried to gauge the room—they were still listening. “The way it is now, the guy is made pope by mistake. That just couldn’t happen. I mean, when they pick the dalai lama, maybe. But the pope—it’s a process: with the cardinals and the puffs of smoke. . . ”


Levitt straightened up like he’d slapped himself with aftershave. “So, you’d have the guy from Newark wake up inside the pope’s body?”


Bud nodded, an old safecracker passing on his secrets. “It’s cleaner. Also, Jeremiah’s too passive—which I don’t particularly mind. It’s just that I think there’s a Field of Dreams element that needs to be drawn out—”


Bobby Feld squirmed a little in his seat. “That may not be the perfect analogy, Joel.” The producer mulled the title aloud. “I had some problems with that film,” the agent added, for safety.
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