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Politics is not an exact science.

—BENJAMIN DISRAELI

Neither is show business.

—CHARLES F. BERNS







Preface to This Edition


Hollywood is a grim industrial suburb

populated by gangsters of enormous wealth….

—H. L. MENCKEN, CIRCA 1933






When I heard that my novel The Deal, first published in 1991, was being put back into print, I thought I might update certain contemporary references in order to make the book more resonant to the new reader. After all, it had been twelve years since I’d written it and seven since it had been allowed to drift out of print by another, less tasteful, publisher. Given the speed of social change in the modern world, twelve years is a very long time, and 1991 was, in many respects, another country.

With this concern in mind, I reread the book—an experience for a writer roughly similar to running into an old girlfriend late at night in a badly illuminated supermarket. You may turn and run, or you may discover, as I did, that though she has suffered a little of the inevitable gravitational distension that age brings, she remains a woman you would follow to the yogurt counter.

The other thing I realized in rereading the book was what those cynics, the French, have been telling us for centuries: Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. That is, with regard to Hollywood at least, only the numbers really change; the truth behind the numbers remains the same. The movie business has always been, and will always be, a crapshoot masquerading as a business masquerading as an art form.

Life during the first Bush administration already seems quaintly distant. Thirty million dollars was serious money for a movie; $500 a night for a hooker in Vegas was top dollar; Sylvester Stallone and Raquel Welch made movies happen; Zagreb was in Yugoslavia.

Today 30 mil is chopped liver for a major studio release; $500 is midmarket for a night with a working girl at the Monte Carlo. Sly and Raquel can’t get arrested. And Zagreb has moved to Croatia.

I contemplated making changes: the film could now have a negative cost of $200 million; references could be made to Russell Crowe and Julia Roberts; and we could set the plot in Bulgaria. But I realized that in the ten months or so between the writing of this preface and the book’s appearing, $200 million may be the cost of a straight-to-video Chevy Chase movie, Russell and Julia could be doing episodes of Touched by an Angel, and Bulgaria might have moved to Romania. Plus ça change…

So I have decided to offer The Deal to you in its original version, with all the names and numbers exactly as they were in1991. In reading this book you may experience a certain nostalgia for the good old days when you could still get a cashmere sweater dry cleaned for $6.50, a Dolly Parton burger at a studio commissary, a two-bedroom house in Encino for $650,000, and 10,000 Yugoslavian dinars for one U.S. dollar.

But whatever the numbers, the tune remains the same. It’s a high-wire act with the band playing “Hooray for Hollywood” on seventy-six out-of-tune bassoons. Bottom feeders like Charlie Berns can still find a brass ring in a banana split. And with respect to Mr. Mencken’s observation above, all you have to do is substitute lawyers for gangsters and you’ll be right on the money.







The Deal
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One of the downside risks of producing your own suicide is that you probably won’t get the opportunity to reshoot. It’s pretty much a one-take business. Barring, of course, a complete disaster, in which case you won’t be in any frame of mind to consider the results with any objectivity. You may not, in fact, be in any frame of mind at all. You may be reduced to hanging in there out of pure reflex, your organism metabolizing in spite of your express wishes to the contrary.

This ugly thought occurred to Charlie Berns as he fed a rubber hose through a specially drilled hole in the doggie door that led out to the patio of his 5,400-square-foot house in the Beverly Hills Flats. If push came to shove, he would rather go through with the indignities of his present situation than wind up in vegetableville. Charlie shuddered at the prospect and resolved to be very careful.

The 560 SEL was parked as close to the house as he could manage, its rear wheels trampling the flower beds that his vindictive gardener had denuded months ago. José García y García and his brother-in-law Pepe had backed up a truck in broad daylight and gone around the yard uprooting and reclaiming unpaid-for plants. As a parting gesture his gardener had chain-sawed a lemon tree with such precision that it fell squarely into the pool, where it still lay, its dying limbs drooping in the air. Mr. Kim, the pool man, had at first merely cleaned around the tree, fishing out the soggy, overripe lemons and stacking them like cannonballs on the edge of the patio. Then when Charlie failed to remit in the little envelope stuffed under the door every month, he too stopped coming. His parting gesture had been a paroxysm of expletives in Korean, accompanied by spitting and stamping his feet on the deck.

That morning Charlie had gone to Thrifty on Canon and bought seventy-five feet of hose, some putty to fill in the air pockets around the hole in the doggie door, masking tape to seal off any windows that were not airtight, a microwave cherry cheesecake and a half-gallon of Gallo Hearty Burgundy.

In the house a CD of Eine Kleine Nachtmusik blared from the player. It had been a choice between Mozart and Mitch Miller, with Mozart winning out in the end because of the class factor. Charlie wanted to go out in a classy manner. At this stage of the game, gestures were important.

After leaving Thrifty, he had dropped two envelopes in the mailbox, one to Daily Variety and the other to The Hollywood Reporter, containing up-to-date résumés of his credits. Often, in the deadline pressure, they mixed up credits or omitted the most significant ones from the obit. And there wasn’t much you could do about asking for a correction.

As he ran the hose along the Spanish-tile patio, he heard the whine of the vacuum machine sucking up leaves down the street in counterpoint to the low-key hum of pool motors. Sounds of a Beverly Hills morning. Empty houses being tended. For months, since Charlie had been evicted from his office at the Burbank Studios, he had been home on this street all day long, and he was familiar with the quiet and the sounds that punctuated it: the pizzicato of lawn mowers, the drone of air conditioners, the whomp of tennis balls, the whoosh of German-made disk brakes, the demented chirping of overfed birds.

He looked down at his Rolex and saw that it was almost eleven. It was Sunday. No mail. No last-minute reprieve from the governor. His mailbox was filled daily with a collection of letters from lawyers all over Southern California containing threats of varying degrees of explicitness. Before he stopped returning Charlie’s calls, his own lawyer, George Melvin, had recommended Chapter 11, after, of course, Charlie took care of his legal fees.

“You can’t expect me to handle bankruptcy papers for you on a contingency basis, Charlie, can you?”

They were in George Melvin’s Century City office with a view clear to Mulholland and back. The lawyer was sitting beside his beveled-glass conference table cracking pistachio nuts. Nobody in town had desks anymore. Desks were out ever since Los Angeles magazine ran a feature on the new type of interactive executive.

“Who else is going to do it?”

“I can’t do contingency work. It’s against the bylaws of the firm.”

“George, isn’t everything in this town on contingency, one way or another?”

Well, whether George Melvin liked it or not, as executor of his will, he would soon be presiding over the distribution of Charlie’s assets, such as they were. It would be a feeding frenzy with meager pickings.

Charlie carefully slit the end of the hose with an X-Acto knife and fit it over the exhaust pipe of the Mercedes. Then he took a large piece of heavy-duty electric tape and bound it around the tail pipe tightly to prevent leaking. When he was finished, he tugged gently on the hose and was pleased when it didn’t slip off.

He had considered various ways of pulling the plug. Completely hopeless with firearms, he immediately eliminated blowing his brains out. Charlie had never handled a gun in his life and didn’t see why he should start now. He ruled out pills as well. You never knew exactly what the right dosage was, or whether you’d throw up first and just get very sick. In any case he would have been reduced to an over-the-counter product. His Valium prescription had been shut off months ago. His doctor wasn’t returning his calls either. And hanging was just too technically complex, requiring a strong-enough rope, a strong-enough place to hang the rope, the proper noose. If you didn’t do it right, it could be a terrible mess.

Asphyxiation by Mercedes exhaust seemed the best way of going about it. Nothing jarring, nothing overly technical or unpleasant. He would just drift across the border without any formalities, transported by the efficiency of German engineering. Auf wiedersehen…Have a nice day….

It was while imagining the purring pistons of the engine of the 560 SEL that he suddenly realized the gas tank was low. Typical of all the decisions he had made lately, he hadn’t filled up the car, figuring there was no point in checking out with a full tank. He had no idea how much exhaust it took to do the job. This was one time he didn’t want to be caught short.

He tried to remember where he had left the keys after coming back from Thrifty that morning. He put away the X-Acto knife and walked back through the bleeding flower beds to the patio, looking around on the rusting deck furniture for his keys, which were nowhere to be found.

He retraced his steps, starting from the back door to the kitchen where he had entered earlier. While in the kitchen he absently opened the refrigerator and found nothing but a bottle of flat Perrier. On the counter, however, was the rapidly defrosting cherry cheesecake. He sliced off a small piece to tide him over, eating it right off the knife. He decided to put what was left in the freezer. Opening the freezer door, he discovered a microwave pizza that he thought he’d already eaten. The last pizza. There was no point leaving any assets unamortized. He took it out, popped it into the microwave, then resumed looking for his car keys.

They turned out to be in his jacket pocket, draped over the banister in the hallway, where he had left them when he had gone upstairs to tape the windows shut. Charlie went back out the patio door to the Mercedes, turned the key in the ignition and watched the gas needle barely budge off the empty mark.

Back inside the house, he grabbed his $1,900 French leather jacket and then couldn’t remember where he had left his wallet. The microwave beeped. He opened the door, looked at the bubbling cheese strands running off the edge, and decided to pass.

It required all his concentration to remember that his wallet was in the back pocket of a pair of dirty jeans lying in a heap upstairs in the bathroom. His cleaning lady had volunteered to go on the cuff when he explained to her about his cash-flow problem, but Charlie hadn’t wanted anybody around these last few weeks as he sank into the mire of genteel poverty. Since he rarely went out, he didn’t need much in the way of clean clothes. Frozen pizzas were basically maintenance-free. So he wound up living off the fat of the land, a Bedouin in his own house.

Actually he had been doing quite well in this scaled-down existence until they disconnected the TV cable. The sons of bitches came right in the middle of Donahue and pulled the plug. Charlie lay there on the couch and watched three transvestites and their mothers dissolve into snow. Sometimes, late at night, he could get a decent signal off the rusted 1950s roof antenna. That was the point at which he started sleeping during the day.

There was no one to disturb Charlie during the day because his phone was cut right after they clipped the cable. Not that anybody would have called him. Certainly not Brad Emprin. When his agent of twenty years, Jerry Belcher, bought the ranch after a triple bypass, the agency had tossed him around to various people until he finally landed on the desk of a twenty-eight-year-old ex-network development director.

They had their first and last lunch at a trendy pasta place on Melrose. They sat uncomfortably on minimalist Italian furniture, amid a cacophony of conversation from tables too close to one another, as his new agent put away a skimpy pasta primavera without cheese.

Brad Emprin was concerned about cholesterol. He ate a lowfat, high-fiber breakfast every morning, then ran three-point-five miles, showered and got into the office by eight so that he could read scripts before the phones started ringing.

“You know how many scripts I take home on an average weekend?”

Charlie shook his head.

“Twelve, maybe fifteen. They’re piled up next to my bed. Sometimes on a Friday night, I just grab something to eat and get right into bed, knock off a half a dozen before falling out.”

“That’s great, Brad.”

“You got to keep up with the material. That’s the name of the game—material.”

Charlie nodded again. There was an extended silence as Brad attacked lunch. Finally, Charlie looked at him and asked the inevitable question, “So what’s going on?”

Brad took a sip of his San Pellegrino water and cleared his throat. He flexed his jaw muscles trying to dislodge a pasta strand from his teeth.

“Things are a little slow at the moment, Charlie, but I’ve got feelers out all over town. In fact just yesterday I was talking about you to someone.”

“Who’s that?”

“Deidre Hearn.”

“Who?”

“She’s a very bright lady. Started out as a reader for Mike Corvene a couple of years ago. Now she’s at a major studio.”

“She’s a reader?”

Brad drained the Pellegrino, looked off for a moment at an anorexic woman talking like a machine gun at the next table.

“She’s this close to Norman.” He indicated by placing his thumb and forefinger a fraction of an inch apart.“Brad, she can’t say yes. What’s the point of talking to someone about me doing a picture if that person can’t say yes?”

“I think she’s having sex with Norman. Maybe not. Someone told me he thought she was having sex with Norman…. Look, Charlie, the point is that this lady is going to be running a studio someday. She’s hot. I know it. And she’s aware of you.”

“Aware of me?”

“Name of the game. Client awareness. We talk about it in the staff meeting all the time.”

“Great.”

“She’s a pistol. I’m telling you….”

Charlie closed his eyes for a moment, rubbed them gingerly. Often this was an effective means of dissipating anger. When he opened them, however, Brad Emprin was still sitting across from him talking about client awareness. Charlie put his finger to his lips to indicate that his agent should be quiet.

“Brad, I want you to watch my lips carefully, okay?”

Brad nodded dutifully.

“I don’t need any more people aware of me. There are a number of lawyers and collection agencies around town that are already aware of me.”

“I understand what you’re saying, Charlie.”

“Do you?”

“Absolutely…”

Brad Emprin sat across from him nodding for a long time, then excused himself to use the phone. When he got back, the check had arrived.

“I’m afraid we’re going to have to split this, Charlie,” he said, shaking his head sadly. “It’s the new agency policy. No more client lunches.”

He stared at the check for a minute, then: “Thirty bucks’ll cover you. You got a parking ticket you need validated?”

The phone calls that followed were punctuated by long beats of silence interspersed with Brad’s list of people who were aware of Charlie Berns. Then Brad was in meetings when he called and took a day or so to get back. Eventually, when Brad returned one call six days later Charlie hung up on him. And when the phone company yanked the line, he wasn’t bothered anymore by Brad Emprin.

 

As he drove south on Beverly Drive Charlie wondered what the reaction to his suicide would be at the Monday-morning staff meeting where they sat around and discussed client awareness. Whatever else Brad Emprin and his colleagues would say, they wouldn’t be able to say that people weren’t aware of him that particular morning. They all would have read the trades on their Exercycles before the staff meeting and they would be aware that Charlie Berns, fifty-two, producer of such films as et cetera, sucked a Mercedes tail pipe that morning in his Beverly Hills home.

He pulled into the gas station on Little Santa Monica and went directly to the full-service pump. The short Iranian with the KLOS T-shirt handed him the clipboard. Charlie signed on a Union 76 credit card that had been cut off two months ago. It gave him some satisfaction to stiff the Iranians. They were taking over the goddamn town. They could have it, as far as he was concerned. He was out of here. Let the Iranians line up behind the rest of them.

Charlie left the gas station and headed back across Beverly Hills. He drove up Canyon Drive for the last time, dry-eyed, without regrets. Turning the corner at Elevado, he passed a mini-van full of tourists with their maps to the stars’ homes. There were no stars anymore on Charlie’s block; the houses were all owned by Arabs, Iranians, Koreans and people like Charlie, who had bought in the sixties and couldn’t afford to pay their gardeners anymore.

Charlie pulled to the end of the driveway, then put it in reverse and backed carefully over the vacant flower beds, getting as close to the patio as possible and out of view from the street.

Leaving the engine on, he got out, crouched over the tail pipe and started to reattach the hose. The door chimes rang. Charlie ignored them. When they persisted, he got up, went back inside, cranked Mozart up louder on the CD player.

Back outside, he returned to the task of reattaching the hose with a leakproof fit. Humming along with Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, working intensely, Charlie did not notice the figure approaching him from the end of the driveway.

“Hello?” the figure called.

Charlie didn’t hear. Mozart was at a crescendo. The figure was practically on top of him before Charlie turned around and looked up at a tall skinny kid standing over him with a knapsack.

“I think your bell’s out of order.”

Charlie stared at this young man, drawing a blank.

“I tried calling you lots of times, but your phone’s out of order. The phone company said it’s been disconnected…. When I decided to come out here, you were the first person I called. When I couldn’t get you on the phone I decided to come out anyway. Nobody knows where you are. My mother’s kind of worried…. What are you doing anyway? You left your motor running….”

He was shouting to be heard over the Nachtmusik. Charlie scratched his head. Recognition flooded through a moment before the kid said, “You okay, Uncle Charlie?”

His sister Janice’s youngest kid Lionel. Several years ago at a funeral in New Jersey Lionel had gotten him in a corner and bent his ear about wanting to write for the movies. Charlie had mumbled some vague encouragement, promised to help him when he was ready to come out to Hollywood and try to break into the business.

Charlie hadn’t expected him to show up. Certainly not on the day of his suicide.

“I would have called if your phone wasn’t on the blink. But you said that whenever I got out here, I should get in touch. So here I am.”

“How long are you out here for?”

“For as long as it takes.”

“It takes to do what?”

“Make it. I got a script with me. I want you to read it.”

“Uh-huh…”

“It’s based on the life of Disraeli.”

 

Suicide requires a fair amount of concentration. You don’t want to get interrupted when you’re in the middle. It opens the flood-gates to all sorts of equivocations and doubts. Lionel’s arrival on Charlie’s patio at that moment did precisely that. It threw Charlie off. He had been cruising along, dealing with the preparations in an orderly fashion. Now, instead, he found himself in his kitchen splitting the microwave pizza with his nephew.

They were sitting across from each other at the bar as Lionel described his odyssey across the country in a Trailways bus, gathering material, as he put it. It was all grist for the mill, life real and raw out there west of New Jersey.

“My next script’s going to be about Nebraska. The story of a modern-day cowboy, except this guy’s a crop duster, but you intercut his story, see, with his alter ego a hundred years ago. Kind of a parallel structure…”

Charlie nodded, poured himself a glass of Hearty Burgundy.

“What are you working on now, Uncle Charlie?”

“I’m sort of between pictures.”

“I saw Jailbreak the other night on TV. They cut the hell out of it.”

“Yeah, they do that.”

“Can’t show tits on TV, huh?”

Charlie shook his head solemnly.

“They show almost everything else. They got people with their tongues down each other’s throats on the soaps in the afternoon. That’s why I wanted to do this picture on Disraeli. There were standards back then. People just didn’t whip their clothes off. They didn’t even sleep in the same bedroom….”

“Lionel,” Charlie interrupted, “how’d you get here?”

“I took the bus, I told you. A hundred and twenty-nine dollars. From Newark.”

“No. I mean to my house. You don’t have a car. The bus station’s downtown.”

“I have a map.”

“I see….” Then a moment of hesitation before asking, “Where are you staying?”

His nephew smiled a half-baked little grin, shrugged and said, “I was kind of hoping…here.”

“Here?”

“You said that I could stay with you when I came out here.”

“I did?”

“Uh-huh. I’m kind of short on money.”

A silence of some duration followed. Lionel dove into the cherry cheesecake and Charlie poured himself another glass of Hearty Burgundy. Finally:

“How short of money are you?”

“I got a couple of hundred.”

“Two hundred dollars?”

“A hundred eighty actually.”

“That’s not going to go too far in this town.”

“I figure I’ll sell my script.”

“I don’t know how hot Disraeli is right now.”

“Would you read it? I really want to know what you think about it.” And he was off the bar stool and into his knapsack. He dug out a thick bound manuscript, handed it to Charlie.

The title page read Bill and Ben. Charlie stared at it for several seconds. “William Gladstone and Benjamin Disraeli,” Lionel explained. “They were kind of like Jules and Jim. I was thinking about Tom Cruise as Disraeli.”

 

At three o’clock in the morning Charlie, not yet dead, lay awake in his upstairs bedroom, his mind spinning at high rpm. He wasn’t thinking, as might be expected, about the fortuitous arrival of his nephew shortly before he was planning to pollute his brain with carbon monoxide. Nor was he thinking about Benjamin Disraeli, though Lionel had stood over him until he had read all two hundred pages of his screenplay. He was thinking about Bobby Mason.

One of the qualities that had helped Charlie Berns survive in Hollywood as long he did was a nearly photographic memory for details. Every morning he read the trade papers, culling a collection of seemingly trivial facts about the shifting tides around him. It was for Charlie a sort of ritual recitation, like the daily reading of the Koran. It gave him solace to know that the show went inexorably on in spite of earthquakes, assassinations and wars. Somewhere in town at every moment a deal was being cut. He slept better knowing that.

But he wasn’t sleeping at the moment. He was remembering a filler item in the gossip column of The Reporter that mentioned that Bobby Mason, the biggest black box-office attraction in the world, was considering a conversion to Judaism following an emotional location scout of the Holy Land for his current picture. Bobby’s manager had said that his client was interested in scripts with a Jewish theme.

One of the early scenes in Lionel’s script depicted the baptism of the young Benjamin Disraeli into the bosom of Christ, renouncing his Judaism. It was an easy lift, as far as Charlie was concerned.

Downstairs in the guest room his nephew Lionel was presumably asleep. Charlie would have to explain some things to him in the morning.

A few hours ago Charlie Berns was a man at the end of his rope, or, more accurately, his tail pipe. But that was before Lionel showed up with a script. A producer was someone who had a property. And Charlie now had a property. Or would in the morning when he optioned the rights to Bill and Ben.

It was overly warm in his bedroom. And then he remembered why. He got out of bed, stripped off the perspiration-drenched pajama shirt and started carefully to peel the masking tape off his sealed windows.
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Galump.”

“Glump?”

“No, galump. Like a shoe dropping on the ceiling over your head.”

Gunter Greisler, the service manager of the BMW dealership, raised a Teutonic eyebrow dubiously. “We’ve taken the automobile apart and put it back together again. We find nothing to cause that sound.”

“It’s under the driver’s seat when you make a right turn and brake at the same time.”

“I drove the automobile. Personally. I turned right and applied the brake. Just as you said. Nothing. I’m sorry.”

Brad Emprin was getting annoyed. This was the third time he’d had the 325i in the shop with the same complaint, and they still couldn’t find the problem. At 120-an-hour labor, the tab was mounting, and still his car persisted in making the galump sound every time he made a right turn while he was braking.

“The suspension under the driver’s seat is hydraulically lubricated….”

Brad got in the car and drove away. Two lights from the shop, he braked sharply and pulled the wheel to the right.

Galump.

The first wave of gas tickled the wall of his stomach. Nine-fifteen on a Monday morning and it was beginning already. In spite of the jog and the hot shower he’d had at six-thirty, he felt the stress gathering in the east.

The week stretched out in front of him in menacing fashion, a series of hurdles and challenges that at the moment he felt inadequate to face. The sludge pile of scripts he had taken home that weekend had been particularly dreary. In forty-five minutes they’d be gathered in the glass conference room, and he hadn’t a legitimate idea in his head.

Instinctively he reached for the car phone, got the office. Tanya told him that there were no calls but that Charlie Berns was waiting for him in his office.

“Charlie Berns? In my office?”

“Yop.”

“What’s he want?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you tell him I had a staff meeting as soon as I got in?”

“Yop.”

“Jesus…”

Brad Emprin considered the emptiness in his brain—the lack of anything, no matter how remote or inconsequential, resembling a legitimate idea to help him shine during the fast-approaching show-’n’-tell period at the agency. Anxiety gripped him squarely by the shoulders and whispered sweet menaces into his ear.

As he double-clutched to avoid braking and turned right onto Santa Monica Boulevard, he wondered whether it was too early to drop his first Valium of the week.

 

“This has got to be quick, Charlie, because I’ve got a staff meeting in six minutes.”

“Okay.”

As Brad Emprin sat in his tiny windowless office opposite Charlie Berns, his eyes scanned the first page of the trades. He continued to browse, trying to catch up on the morning’s news, as he listened to his client.

“I got a script.”

“A script?”

“I’ve optioned it. Exclusive.”

“What’s the script?”

“It’s about Disraeli.”

Brad took his eyes off Variety and looked at his client squarely. He seemed a little demented this morning, or at least more demented than usual. He wondered whether Charlie Berns was on drugs.

“Israel?”

“No. Disraeli. Benjamin Disraeli, the English prime minister.”

“What happened to Thatcher?”

“Brad. This is a hundred years ago. During Queen Victoria’s reign.”

Charlie reached down to a battered briefcase, took a thick-bound script out.

“It’s for Bobby Mason.”

Brad looked at him more carefully, searching for the punch line. Charlie didn’t crack a smile.

“You putting me on?”

Charlie shook his head slowly.

“Bobby Mason does black karate movies.”

“He’s looking for scripts about Jews, Brad. It was in the trades. Disraeli was a Jew.”

Brad’s eyes panned right beyond Charlie’s shoulder, through the glass partition to the conference room, where the agents were already starting to gather.

“Well, look, get me a copy of it and I’ll work up some coverage on it.”

“I want you to read it. This morning.”

“I’ve got a staff meeting.”

“Bring it up in the staff meeting. See who’s got the best approach to Mason’s people.”

“Charlie, do you know the number of people trying to get scripts to Bobby Mason?”

“That’s why I’m with this agency, Brad. You people are supposed to be able to get this type of thing done.”

“Yeah. Okay. Sure…. Now, I got to run. Leave the script. I’ll call you as soon as I have a reaction.”

Once again, Charlie’s head shook slowly from side to side, like a recalcitrant Indian chief.

“I’m going to stay here. We’ll talk after your staff meeting.”

Brad Emprin abandoned his office to the mad Indian chief and sought refuge among his colleagues.

 

Though they had pretensions of informality, staff meetings at GTA were highly ritualized affairs. Sy Green, the head of the agency, presided over two-dozen agents and subagents in the large fishbowl conference room on the twenty-fourth floor of the Century City high-rise. The dress code was tie without jacket, making the point that even though it may only be 10:00 A.M. Monday morning, people had already worked up a sweat.

The idea was to brainstorm projects, put together packages, run down the catalog of available slots for the clients, in order to maximize deal volume. In practice, however, these sessions often degenerated into highly inaccurate gossip sessions. The staff meeting that Monday morning was no exception. It started off with good intentions, the attempt to shoehorn an extra picture into a top client’s already heavy schedule.

“What about Paul? What do you think, Sy?” Jeff Yankow shot across the table.

Sy Green digested this notion for a moment, taking a pensive bite of his poppy-seed bagel, then slowly shook his head.

“Why not? He’s got an eleven-week hiatus before he does the thing in Munich. The picture starts up the ninth. We can get him boarded to be in and out before the first.”

“It won’t make.” Sy Green pronounced this judgment with oracular gravity. A pause as he swallowed the last of the bagel, rubbed his hands together to shed the poppy seeds. “Someone want to tell me why this deal won’t make?”

The agents looked at one another, wondering if there was some clue to this question in the weekend script packet. Nobody knew. Taking a toothpick out of his shirt pocket, Sy Green nodded and went to work on the upper incisors. The tension mounted in the room.

“Nobody in this whole goddamn agency knows why we can’t put Paul in this picture….”

He shook his head again, ruefully. “You know what the sign of a good agent is?” Sy Green tapped his head with his knuckle. “He keeps it all up here—everything that happens in this town gets registered up here.”

Tap tap on the noggin again. “It’s your own personal computer you carry around with you, you take home with you. You take it to bed with you…. Harry Gorlich, who founded this agency, could tell you who the second-unit cameraman was on a picture. Harry had it all up here…. He didn’t have to carry lists around. Now everyone’s got lists instead of brains. A lists, B lists, shit lists. We might as well all go home. Someone calls, we’ll send him a list.”

Sy Green stopped talking. It was more than anyone had heard him say in a long time. He sat there and quietly cleaned his teeth. More silence. Everyone waited for a shoe to drop. Finally, Jeff Yankow said, “Why can’t Paul do the picture, Sy?”

“He won’t work with Grey.”

This pronouncement floated over the room causing more consternation until Cissy Fuchs piped up. “They…never worked together.”

Sy Green shook his head again, allowing a little smile of triumph to float across the conference table. “Canary Yellow. Nineteen eighty-three. Paul is set to do the picture in Seattle with Ivan Grey directing. Three weeks into prep he walks. Can’t stand the director. He actually threw a punch at him. Or maybe it was the other way around. They wind up doing the picture with Hackman.”

“Canary Yellow?” Scott Nemith muttered.

“It was so bad they never released it,” Sy Green explained. “Not to mention two point five over.”

“Listen,” Jeff Yankow persisted, “why don’t we try to roll over Grey’s deal. If he goes, then Paul’ll probably do it.”

“It’s play or pay.”

“So we buy him out.”

“They’re already eight-fifty into the script on this picture. They’re not buying anybody out.”

Everyone tried to think of ways to get Ivan Grey off the picture. The entire agency noodled the problem, an obstacle in the way of a deal.

Then John DeMarco happened to mention that Ivan Grey had bought a house in Benedict Canyon and was now spending more time here than in London.

“How much did he pay?” Cissy Fuchs asked.

“One point eight.”

“How far up?”

“Between San Yisidro and Clear View.”

“That’s a terrific price….”

“I looked at a two-bedroom in Sherman Oaks yesterday. Six-fifty. For two bedrooms. In fucking Sherman Oaks. Can you believe that?”

“That’s nothing. Doug Henry paid seven in Mar Vista.”

That one stopped traffic for a while. No one could top it.

Sy Green called the meeting back to order. “Does anybody have a decent idea about anything this morning?”

It was a slow morning. Collectively torpid biorhythms plagued the agency. Nobody had an idea worthy of being laid out on the glass conference table, among the bagels and doughnuts.

It seemed like the propitious moment for Brad Emprin to send up a trial balloon.

“What about Bobby Mason in the life of Disraeli?”

 

Though he couldn’t hear anything, Charlie Berns observed this moment through several barriers of glass. It stopped the meeting cold. It may have been Brad Emprin’s delivery, but nobody laughed. The suggestion merely floated around like room freshener. He was not known for one-liners. Nobody even smiled. Nobody touched the remark with a ten-foot pole. Nobody even used it as a segue. It was merely ignored.

Brad Emprin had the good sense to let it die right there. He sat there for the rest of the meeting listening to his intestines gurgle and contemplating the damage done to his career. He figured he had set himself back a good six months.

When the meeting finally ended, he slouched out of the conference room and returned to his office, where he found Charlie Berns still waiting for him.

“What’d they say?”

Brad Emprin sank down into his orthopedic chair and shook his head. “Sy thinks it’s a stretch.”

“Of course it’s a stretch. So what? If Olivier can do Othello, why can’t Bobby Mason do Disraeli?”

For a long moment Brad Emprin stared at Charlie, as if he were invisible. It had been a long morning. He suddenly felt exhausted. He wished it were Friday and he could go home and get into bed with his scripts.

“Charlie, listen, I got a sinus headache. Can we talk about this some other time?”

“I don’t think so, Brad.” Charlie was on his feet, heading for the door. “See you.”

“Leave the script. I’ll look at it….”

Charlie didn’t leave the script. He walked briskly through the soft gurgling of the Monday-morning phones until he got to the elevator, neglecting to get his parking ticket stamped. Which, for a man in his financial straits, was imprudent.

It wasn’t until he was driving north on Century Park East that he refocused his energy away from being angry at the twenty-eight-year-old insect that represented him. He turned it back constructively to the problem—getting the script to Bobby Mason.

In his salad days Charlie Berns had a catalog of methods to get scripts past agents and managers. This one, though, was going to be difficult. Bobby Mason was a paranoid hermit, who lived in an armed camp in Holmby Hills rumored to be patrolled by the most venal attack dogs in town. He rarely went out. And he was supposedly on his way to Israel to make a picture.

These obstacles, however, merely inspired Charlie. In fact he hadn’t felt this inspired since the day he had decided to kill himself. He drove west on Santa Monica, the morning sun at his back, his future in front of him.

 

Another meeting took place that Monday morning which would have repercussions on Charlie Berns’s recently resurrected life. Charlie wasn’t even aware that this meeting was taking place, nor, for that matter, were any of the participants in that meeting aware of Charlie Berns, Brad Emprin’s assurances notwithstanding. Deidre Hearn had apparently failed to make her boss, Norman Hudris, aware of Charlie Berns, if she herself was even aware of him.

In many respects the meeting was not unlike the GTA staff meeting. It began with lofty purposes and degenerated ineluctably into gossip, innuendo and character assassination. Though this meeting also took place first thing Monday morning, nobody took off a coat, and the chair didn’t lick poppy seeds off his lip.

In any event, Deidre Hearn was not invited to the monthly studio-production status meeting. The meeting was on a vice-presidential level, and she was merely a director of creative affairs, reporting to the vice president of production, West Coast, Norman Hudris. All the production vice presidents reported to the president of the production arm of the studio, Howard Draper, who reported to Frederick D. Weston, the CEO of Allied Continental Industries, the conglomerate that owned the studio. Frederick D. Weston, aka Frederick the Great, reported to the bank.

Howard Draper was referred to around town as the demi-WASP. A part of him reflected the influence of Andover, Yale, Wharton and the New York Athletic Club. The other half was nurtured in the completion-bond business for action/adventure and soft-R sex pictures, which gave Howard Draper a seat-of-the-pants feel for the lower part of the spectrum of public taste. It was undoubtedly this training which attracted ACI when they were looking for someone to run production after they bought the studio.

It hadn’t worked. The other half of Howard Draper’s conflicted soul took temporary control of him, and he went inexplicably soft, greenlighting a series of murky and ambitious flops with the hopes of winning creative respectability. The studio was floundering through six consecutive quarters of red ink, due, as Sidney Auger, the vice president of business affairs put it, to Howard Draper’s forgetting how to think with his dick. Frederick the Great had decreed from his throne in New York that unless the feature-film division began to generate a profit for ACI, he wanted the entire production staff out the door. With Howard Draper leading the way.

The meeting opened with a status report on films presently in production. Norman Hudris generally dozed through this portion of the meeting, a dry recitation of budgets, schedules, good dailies, bad dailies. There wasn’t much to be done once the train was out of the station. All you could do was worry or threaten the director, and neither did much good.

When they got around to development, Norman scanned the notes he had made that morning, which his girl had typed up neatly for him. There was a list of scripts to recommend, properties to pursue, writers, stars, directors he wanted to attract to the studio. Norman kicked off his report with a top priority—getting Shopping Mall Terror off the ground.

“What’s it called?” Barney Sedlow, West Coast distribution v.p., asked.

“It’s just a working title,” Norman reassured them. “But I think we ought to make a bid on this script. And fast.”

“Why is that, Norman?” Howard Draper emerged from his terminally bored-looking trance.

“For one thing, it’s a terrific story. Relevant, contemporary, exciting. It’s got terrorism, sci-fi, sex, everything. Secondly, it belongs to Karen Kolodny and Bruce Spears, and I think we should get into business with them.”

“Who’s it being offered to?”

“Everyone. The agent’s asking for sealed bids submitted by the close of business Wednesday.”

“Is there coverage available?”

“I’m having Deidre cover it right now. You’ll have it on your desk after lunch.”

“Who’s it for?”

“I think we could go A list on the girl. Maybe Raquel.”

“Boobies?” Sidney Auger’s high-pitched voice emerged from the other end of the table.

“Huh?”

“Are we talking boobies here? If we are, you might as well forget Raquel. She won’t do boobies.”

“Anyone’ll do boobies if the price is right. Even Meryl’ll do boobies.”

“Meryl’ll do boobies if you let her play Mother Teresa in her native language.”

“What language is that?”

“The fuck do I know.”

“Who wants Meryl to flash boobies anyway? You interested in Meryl’s boobies? Is anybody interested?”

“They’re not that bad….”

“How do you know? You never see them.”

“Never see what?”

“Her boobies. Name a picture where she showed boobies.”

“Some picture she made a long time ago with what’s-his-name…”

“With who?”

“I can’t remember.”

“She showed boobies?”

“Uh-huh…”

“How were they?”

“I can’t remember. It was a long time ago.”

Norman Hudris finally managed to steer the conversation back to Shopping Mall Terror. Howard rubbed his temples with the tips of his fingers, a gesture he adopted whenever he was asked to authorize a major expenditure. He liked to think himself above the mundane considerations of dollars and cents, and it upset him to be reminded that he was, in fact, the checkbook when it came to six-figure acquisitions.

“How much do you think it’s going to cost?” he hedged.

“I doubt it’ll go out at much less than four, four-fifty.”

Howard nodded, rubbed his temples again. “Offer three-fifty. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” Then quickly, to get off the subject, “What’s happening with Bobby Mason?”

“He’s making a picture in Israel.”

“Why isn’t this studio making that picture?”

“We only have a first-look deal with him.”

“Norman, that was a rhetorical question. I know why we’re not making that picture. What I want to know is why we’re not developing the next one.”

“We haven’t found anything right for him.”

Howard Draper sighed deeply. It was a sigh with venom in it, and everyone at that meeting, especially Norman Hudris, felt it.

“What isn’t right for Bobby Mason?”

“He’s a limited actor, Howard….”

“Find a script. Steal a script. Type up the phone book. If there are enough karate scenes and eight million dollars on the table, he’ll do it.”

“Howard, he saying he’s tired of just doing karate movies. He’s looking for substance.”

Howard Draper raised his eyes to the ceiling and murmured, “God help us.”

 

“When are you getting your phone fixed?” Charlie’s nephew, Lionel Travitz, asked him.

“What?” Charlie replied absently. He was going through a stack of back issues of The Hollywood Reporter.

“How can you live without a phone?”

“I’m getting it taken care of.”

“And you know what else? All the windows are taped up. It’s hot in the house.”

“That’s for the fumigation.”

“What fumigation?”

“For termites. They come and spray shit in the house. You have to seal up the windows.”

“When are they going to do this?”

“I don’t know. I have to call them.”

Charlie found the filler item he was looking for in the gossip column of the February eighteenth edition.

…news from the Holy Land where Bobby Mason is scouting locations for Desert Commando, his action pic to unspool in the Negev in March, is that BM is wild about Israel. Not only is he interested in doing more pics in that country, but he’s actively looking for properties to do with Jewish themes, according to Rabbi Seth Gutterman, the star’s spiritual adviser on things Jewish…. Don’t call us, call Norman Hudris, whose studio has a four-pic first-look deal with Bobby M….


Charlie got up, went to the refrigerator, his mind starting to turn over. Opening the freezer compartment, he scoured inside for something to eat.

“There’s nothing in there,” Lionel said.

Charlie looked over at his nephew, who was sitting on a stool with a yellow pad making a list.

“What do you eat anyway?”

“I eat out a lot.”

“I’m making a shopping list. I mean, you need things like dish detergent.”

“That’s great, Lionel.”

“If you have the time, we can go to the store this afternoon.”

“I have a meeting this afternoon.”

“I can’t go shopping without a car.”

“There are buses….”

And Charlie was gone, out the kitchen door before his nephew could reply. Lionel put down his list for a moment and thought about his good luck. His uncle had optioned his screenplay for five thousand dollars. Five thousand dollars. In one lump sum. In New Jersey people got weekly salaries and didn’t get paid for just the possibility of using something, which is how Charlie explained option agreements. His uncle had assured him that he had to run the option agreement by his attorneys before money could change hands. But not to worry. It was pay or play. Pay or play. Lionel liked the sound of it.

 

Charlie Berns had long ago mastered the trick of getting into a studio without an appointment. The old agents, the ones who still worked the lot, had taught him how. You approached the guard gate, slowed down but didn’t come to a complete halt and rolled through the gate with a wave at the guard and your eyes straight ahead, masked behind dark sunglasses.

Charlie sailed through the gate without incident and parked his car in somebody’s spot. What were they going to do to him? There was already an updated obituary on file for him. Finding Deidre Hearn’s office turned out to be relatively simple. Since, according to Brad Emprin, she was screwing Norman Hudris, her office couldn’t be that far away from his in the producers’ building. Charlie found it three doors down from the vice president of production’s second-floor suite of offices.

Deidre Hearn, 206. Charlie entered without knocking. The waiting room was tiny and dark. A young male secretary was on the phone.

“Noooo…that’s fucking unreal,” he said, then, seeing Charlie, he whispered quietly into the receiver, “Just a moment, Brian…”

He swiveled to Charlie. “Yes?”

“I’m here for Deidre Hearn. Charlie Berns.”

“She’s in a meeting.” Then the secretary’s eyes scanned the appointment book on the desk. “Do you have an appointment?”

“Eleven o’clock. I’m early.”

The young man’s eyes returned to the book, then looked up at Charlie. “I don’t show anything here.”

Charlie nodded, shook his head sadly. “My girl’s out sick. I have this temp they gave me, who assured me she made this meeting. I bet you she crossed it with Dawn. I have a meeting with Dawn tomorrow….”

The two of them stood their ground for a long moment, each one entrenched in a position already stated. They were clearly at an impasse.

The impasse was interrupted by the door to the inner office being opened and the emergence of a tall woman in a short leather skirt, boots and a pencil stuck in a bob of dark hair. She took Charlie in with a quick pan down to his aged Italian loafers and registered a blank.

Though he had been assured by Brad Emprin that Deidre Hearn was aware of him, she didn’t give that impression. When the secretary began to explain that he was not responsible for this man’s presence in her office, Charlie said, “Hi. I’m Charlie Berns.”

She turned back toward him for another look, came up blank again.

“Brad Emprin’s spoken to you about me.”

A spark of recognition appeared in her eyes at the mention of the GTA tyro. But not much of a spark. One recognition circuit in her brain seemed to flicker dimly and was about to expire.

“He said you were aware of me. Apparently, you’re not. I guess I have to fire him. You just can’t get good help these days….”

Charlie smiled, trying to sell the line. She allowed her mouth to curl ever so slightly. He took this as an opening, certainly the best he was going to get. He started in. Tappety-tap. Shuffle ball change…

Minutes later he was sitting on an uncomfortable leather couch in her minimalist office, a degree less small and dark than her secretary’s. Staring at him was a shelf full of scripts, the title and author written across the ends of the pages in red Magic Marker. The blood of a hundred writers was coagulating on Deidre Hearn’s shelf.

Alan, the secretary, petulantly brought coffee, and when the small-talk phase of the meeting drew to a close, Charlie rubbed the back of his neck, a nervous habit he had when he was tense, and plunged in.

“I have a script for Bobby Mason.”

“Who doesn’t?” She leaned back in the leather cushions, her skirt riding up a little higher.

“This is something he’s going to want to do.”

“Really?” She tried unsuccessfully to keep the ennui out of her voice.

“You must hear that a lot, right?”

She nodded, smiled. “Three times a day.”

“When you’re hot you’re hot.”

“If I told you the number of scripts I send over there every week…. He doesn’t even read them. His manager and six agents read the material for him. Then they pitch it to Bobby. If he likes the idea, it goes in development. The floor for a deal with Bobby Mason is eight million plus a gross position on the back end. Pay or play. You still want to tell me your idea?”

“It’s about Benjamin Disraeli.”

Charlie delivered the line without irony, just as Brad Emprin had at the GTA staff meeting that morning. But Charlie must have had better timing because it broke Deidre Hearn up. She exploded like a woman who hadn’t had a good laugh in a long time.

“I love it. Bobby Mason as Disraeli. Put him in one of those long Victorian frock coats…karate-chopping Bismarck. It’s brilliant….”

Charlie took the tap shoes off and headed for the door.

“Please,” she said, forcing herself to stop laughing. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you. You got to admit it’s a wild idea.”

He turned around, saw that she was sincerely trying to apologize.

“It just got to me. I’ve been in here reading awful scripts since eight-thirty this morning.”

She got up, tugging her skirt down, and approached him.

“Listen, Charlie, it’s a pass, but I really appreciate your bringing it to me. Maybe we can hook up on something else.”

“Maybe.”

“Bobby Mason doesn’t even know who Disraeli was.”

“Probably not.”

“This Jewish stuff’ll blow over. He was going to become a Black Muslim after Kareem converted. He did the whole number, changed his name, wore a dashiki, and then he started going out with Miss Finland. Five foot ten, blond from head to toe and Lutheran. Bye-bye Muslims.”

Charlie smiled. They were standing there at the door, the meeting already ended. Though her eyes were still moist from laughing, she was doing her best to redeem herself. She stuck her hand out and said, “Thanks for stopping by, Charlie. I’m certainly aware of you now if I wasn’t before.”

“Right,” said Charlie, shaking her hand, which was unexpectedly soft and warm. And in addition to being more intelligent than your average young barracuda, she had terrific thighs.

 

Just to set the record straight, Brad Emprin’s skinny on Deidre Hearn was incorrect. She hadn’t slept with Norman Hudris to get the job as his executive assistant. Her best friend, Cissy Fuchs, was the one who had slept with the vice president of worldwide production, and it is probable that Brad Emprin merely misunderstood a tidbit that had drifted out of the ladies’ room at GTA and made its way circuitously to his cubicle.

In certain respects Deidre Hearn was an old-fashioned girl. At thirty-eight she hadn’t abandoned hope that there was a guy out there with her name on him. Unfortunately, the hours she worked were hardly conducive to meeting men. The business seemed full of either married or gay men, and the occasional unmarried, heterosexual guy in her age range was generally a divorcé on the rebound, interested in younger and firmer stuff.

She worked till nine or later practically every night, got home to her one-bedroom condo in West Hollywood, stuck something in the microwave and turned on the TV. One glass of wine, and she was comatose on the couch.

On Thursdays she left work early to keep a seven o’clock appointment with Ellen, her nondirective therapist in Studio City. She and Ellen often discussed the paradox on Deidre’s life: The higher up she moved in the uncharted free-for-all of show business, the more limited her prospects became. As a reader, she came in contact with lower-level executives, agents, writers. But as a director of creative affairs she came in contact almost exclusively with Norman Hudris, who, as already noted, was engaged extracurricularly with her best friend and, as far as she was concerned, was not in the running for any nonprofessional role in her life. He was soft in all respects. And he was paranoid. Norman Hudris knew that she and Cissy were tight, and he knew that she knew and that she knew he knew and that Cissy knew she knew and knew that he knew she knew.

After Charlie Berns left her office that morning, she tried unsuccessfully to wade back into a script about suburban werewolves that Norman had been pressing her to read. She tossed it into the pile to be returned by Alan with a note from her attached, and stretched out on the floor to do her back exercises. This entailed grabbing each leg at the knee and pulling it up into her chest fifteen times. In order to accomplish this in a tight skirt, she had to hike it up above her waist.

In the middle of the exercise the door opened and Norman Hudris entered unannounced. Deidre’s mail-order bikini panties were doing only a token job of covering her, and Norman Hudris did a double take before muttering, “Jesus, Deidre, you ought to lock your door, for chrissakes.”

“If you’d knock, I wouldn’t have to.”

“Where’s the faggot?”

“Alan?”

“Yeah. He’s not at his desk.”

“I don’t know. Maybe he’s in the men’s room.”

“Probably thinks he’ll get lucky. In this studio you take your chances in the men’s room. I need your coverage on the werewolf script.”

Norman Hudris often made segues without any discernible pause. Deidre was used to his fragmented attention span and splattering, whiny speech.

“I haven’t written it yet.”

“What? Deidre, I told you I needed it ASAP.”

“I couldn’t get through it.”

“You didn’t read it?”

“I read twenty pages.”

“Deidre, I pitched it in the production meeting. I promised them coverage by noon.”

“Here’s the coverage. D-R-E-C-K.”

“How do you know? You didn’t finish it.”

“Norman, it’s dreadful. The characters are all clichés. The premise is ridiculous—werewolves taking over a shopping mall…. Extraterrestrial werewolves, no less. Werewolves from Neptune. I mean, come on, Norman, this is truly dreck.”

“Howard wants us to make an offer.”

“Offer a hundred bucks. See what happens.”

He glared at her sitting smugly at her desk, playing with a paper clip. She infuriated him with her Bryn Mawr attitude.

“If you’re wrong on this, I’m going to be very pissed.”

“Norman, the extraterrestrial werewolves are trained in Iraq.”

 

The Synagogue for a Humanistic World was set in a cul-de-sac in the hills above Encino. You had to drive up a narrow road lined with cypresses until you emerged into a clearing, face-to-face with the sanctuary.

Rabbi Gutterman had the architect design it in the shape of the holy ark, two glassed-in sections bisected by a central gallery. The stained-glass windows looking out on the Valley depicted scenes from the Holocaust done by a survivor of Dachau in a whimsical Hasidic style reminiscent of Chagall. The roof was Mediterranean tile with skylights. There was a lightly chlorinated reflecting pool; jade and forsythia climbed the stucco walls. On the hill behind the building a satellite dish kept the rabbi in touch with world events. From a distance the synagogue resembled a Mexican spaceship that had landed on a hilltop in Encino.

Charlie parked his car in the nearly empty lot. There was a Coupe de Ville with the plate SHALOM 19 in a space marked RESERVED FOR RABBI GUTTERMAN. Charlie crossed the gravel driveway and entered the building by way of a sculpted portal with gilt-bronze bas-relief.

The offices were off to the right, the chapel straight ahead. He had been here years ago on the occasion of the bat mitzvah of a studio executive’s daughter, where he had gotten exceedingly drunk and burned his bridges at that studio for years.

Charlie walked straight ahead and entered the chapel. He went down the central aisle, flooded in diffused sunlight from the tinted skylights, to the first row and sat down in a pew. He needed to gather his strength before he pitched the rabbi.

He suddenly felt woozy. He had barely slept last night, over-stimulated by the events of the day. Now the energy devoted to the planning and execution of his suicide was beginning to dissipate, replaced by a manic new energy. In between, however, was the nagging realization that he was on very thin ice. He had actually had the hose threaded through the doggie door when Lionel turned up.

It hadn’t been the debts and the failure so much as the inevitable accommodation with the uselessness of the next twenty, thirty years. They stretched out in front of him endlessly, and he had seen himself marking time and waiting for it to be over. Like a ball team hopelessly mired in last place in September playing out the string.

It had started out almost as a dare to himself. Would he really do it? Could he pull it off? As he made the preparations, he was conscious of playing a game, seeing how far he could get to the edge without falling over. And it was surprisingly easy. It had actually cheered him up, given him a sense of purpose.

The fact that he had no children and an ex-wife whom he hadn’t seen or spoken to in ten years made it even simpler. No farewells, no remorse. A clean getaway. Slip away quietly in the night.

Charlie looked up at the chrome-and-glass ark with the silk-screened curtains that contained the holy scrolls. There were no answers there. He began to nod….

He was still sitting there, his lidded eyes staring straight ahead at the ark, half-asleep, when a resonant voice called from the back of the chapel. “Hello there.”

Rabbi Seth Gutterman walked down the aisle to Charlie’s pew, sat down beside him.

“Can I help you?”

Charlie looked at him—a large bearded man in a pale-blue velour jogging suit and a black silk yarmulke stuck on the top of a nearly bald head—and rubbed his eyes. Then he stuck out his hand. “Charlie Berns,” he said.

“Seth Gutterman.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

“We don’t see too many people in the sanctuary at this hour.”

“Actually, Rabbi, I came here to discuss business.”

“Business? What kind of business?”

“Show business.”

The rabbi stared at him for a moment, then, “I don’t discuss show business in front of God. We’ll go to my office.”

 

Rabbi Gutterman’s office had been done by a Sephardic Moroccan designer in earth tones, accented by touches of ebony and marble. Plaques from civic organizations and Israel Bond fund-raising drives shared the wall with framed glossies of the rabbi with various Hollywood personalities. There were prints, lithographs and an oil painting, the rabbi informed Charlie, that had been done by Martin Buber’s grandson, which he had picked up at auction for a song. Light streamed in through the Dachau stained-glass windows, making irregular patterns on the flokati rug.

“So, Charlie Berns, what brings you to talk to a man of God about show business?”

Charlie looked over the rabbi’s shoulder to the picture of him with George Burns and Milton Berle. Beside it there was one of him kissing Liza Minnelli. He had come to the right place.

“I’m making a movie about Judaism.”

“What kind of movie?”

“It’s based on the life of Benjamin Disraeli.”

“Disraeli? He converted. He was an apostate.”

“We’re going to do some work on that in the rewrite.”

“In fact, he was worse than an apostate. During his term as prime minister Jews weren’t allowed to sit in the House of Commons. Did you know that?”

“No. You see, that’s why I wanted to get someone like you involved. As a kind of technical adviser.”

“Technical adviser?”

“Associate producer would be the actual title.”

Rabbi Gutterman leaned back in his desk chair, scratched his beard.

“I’m a pretty busy man. Besides the congregation, I’m on the mayor’s youth council, I’m chairman of the West Coast Symposium on Humanistic Revisionism…. I’m writing a book…. Are we talking above-the-line here?”

“Absolutely,” Charlie replied.

“Where are you shooting?”

“Probably in Israel. Interiors in Rome, post in London.”

“Who’s directing?”

“We haven’t set a director yet. We’ll probably go for one of the top. I think this is Milos’s type of picture.”

“Milos? Terrific idea. I love Milos. He’s fabulous. Did you see Gandhi?”

“Yes.”

“I couldn’t stay for the whole shoot, of course.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to. Just work with us on the script and the casting.”

“So, who do you have in mind for the lead?”

“Actually, I was thinking of going against type….”





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
The Deal

A Novel of Hollywood

PETER LEFCOURT

)

WASHINGTON SQUARE PRESS
New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore





