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It is not the critic who counts: not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly, who errs and comes up short again and again, because there is no effort without error or shortcoming, but who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, who spends himself for a worthy cause; who, at the best, knows, in the end, the triumph of high achievement, and who, at the worst, if he fails, at least he fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who knew neither victory nor defeat.

—Theodore Roosevelt
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THE SECRET HANDSHAKE

It was the dishwasher at the hotel bar who taught me the secret handshake. He looked like he’d know—a guy with that kind of meth addiction knows how to get a good night’s sleep.

The secret handshake consists of two tablets of over-the-counter pain medication with “P.M.” on the box, two tabs of over-the-counter allergy medication with no initials on the box, one capful of that late-night, sniffling and sneezing, so-you-can-rest medicine—all downed with one large glass of red wine or alcoholic beverage of your choice. The handshake should be administered no more than one half hour before your scheduled time of departure.

As for your glass of red wine or alcoholic beverage, I suggest you not enjoy it leisurely. The inconsistent timetable of the handshake can lead to a rather embarrassing spill that may be mistaken for a weak bladder or—worse yet, as in my case—red stains on white T-shirts that have prompted the hotel laundry staff to identify me mistakenly as Italian.

The dishwasher credited with the handshake is thin, pale, tattooed—and forgettable. I have seen him forty days in a row. His name is Jerry, or Barry, or Larry—maybe that’s it. Yeah, Larry. Larry Forgettable tells the same stories over and over again. He breeds pit bulls. He named his last batch after the sizes and specialty drinks at Starbucks, the only other place that Larry Forgettable could participate as a member of the world’s work force. This of course is due to the extensive spider-web tattoo that climbs up his neck to frame a very weak chin.

I learned the handshake thirty-eight days ago, my third night in forty at a swanky Sunset Strip hotel. Eleven P.M., three light beers, five glasses red wine, three shots tequila, and one of those licorice drinks served with a coffee bean. Appropriate since they usually give coffee to people who drink too much.

Day three was the third time Larry Forgettable had relived his fury that Venti had turned out to be the runt of the litter. This was a distinction he was sure would befall Pumpkin Latte. And then the inevitable puppy update. Venti had developed a limp. Tall and Grande had found suitable homes with insecure men with the all-popular moustacheand-tattoo combination. Scrappy-cino was returned for biting the youngest child of the senior member of the hotel security staff. Fingers crossed for Dopio; he hadn’t bitten any children yet. Pumpkin Latte slept in the laundry room of a West Hollywood lesbian couple who met in Target’s management program. They were trying to have a baby, although I was assured that this was not why they got Pumpkin Latte.

A sudden shift in Larry’s forgettable eyes interrupted his joyful speechification. He looked across the bar at me. Then he looked away ever so slightly, as if he’d just remembered where he’d hidden his bong. After that, he couldn’t make eye contact. I knew exactly what that meant. He recognized me. I know people recognize me when they can’t make eye contact. When they do, they talk too fast. You were in that movie, right? That movie with the guy who fucks his mom’s mink glove? You’re the guy who throws the glove through his girlfriend’s windshield!

I have written nine movies and directed four of them. I have won three Independent Spirit awards; was selected for Director’s Fortnight at the Cannes Film Festival; won the Audience Award at the Sundance Film Festival—not once but twice; and have even been nominated for an Academy Award for screen-writing. All anyone remembers is the angry teenager who defiled his mother’s handwear. Nobody cares about all the dead people on the train who find redemption, the con man who finally goes straight, or the millionaire base jumper who adopts a ten-year-old boy—just some horny little bastard who discovers that safe sex really does mean wearing a glove.

It was the first screenplay I had ever written, a teen comedy with heart.Why not? I was young, immature, and in dire need of love and attention. The infamous scene in question was shot on the third day of a very short shoot. A paltry twenty-six-day schedule with a two-and-a-half-million-dollar budget. The actor originally cast in the role turned out to be a disaster. On top of his inability to deliver a line, the poor bastard actually threw, for lack of a better term, like a girl. After fifty-four takes—one of which included his knocking over a coffee urn and causing second-degree burns on the nether regions of a visiting executive—he was summarily dismissed. The director suggested that I step in and play the role. The role had been offered to me originally, but I declined. I gave no reason. Fact was, I was scared to death. The director never forced the issue. He knew the truth; we did write the screenplay together. But now necessity divined that I step in. Was this providence? Was this a platform for my secret ambition? Maybe this would make me famous. People would love me.

Take fifty-five, my first take. They rolled sound and camera. The director, my writing partner, my great friend, smiled paternally and called, “Action!” He nodded to assure me that I was in safe hands. I took a small breath, delivered my lines, and fired the weighted glove. Bull’s-eye. It crashed right through the glass, the thumb poking inside and pointing miraculously at a picture of the happy couple hanging from the rearview mirror. Then the creative gods blessed us with one of those moments you could never dream up on your own. The weight in the thumb shifted, causing the digit to deflate like a limp penis. The set roared. Turns out a thumbs down isn’t such a bad thing.

That was fifteen years ago. I was twenty-nine-years old, and this single event represented the first time anything good had ever happened to me. The scene became iconic. It was acted out and parodied everywhere. Late-night television, prime-time television, the morning shows. It was on the radio and T-shirts. Politicians alluded to the image when describing their opponents. It even made the front page of Time magazine. Iconic became mythic. A simple shift in weight became the seminal image for a whole generation.

It was the only time I ever stepped in front of a camera. If you ask me what I am, I’ll tell you I’m a writer. Not an actor. Not a director. A writer.

Larry Forgettable rested his spider-web chin on his heavily tattooed hands.“How’d you get the thumb to do that? Was it electronic? Like some sort of robot glove?” Larry Forgettable was genuinely interested.

The bartender moved swiftly to admonish the future sleep guru. Seemed my Sunset Strip hotel had a policy against employees making personal contact with clientele. Where was the bartender when I was suffering through Memoirs of a Pit Bull? Probably took me for some indigent sociopath who enjoyed hearing that Pumpkin Latte had balls the size of a small cat. Forgettable Larry turned back to his glasses. I made a mental note to quit washing my hair with bar soap so as to avoid any future doubt that my presence in the hotel bar was justified.

The handshake changed my life forever. That all-powerful god known as my wireless provider heralded the event. My agent had been dodging calls from the studio for the better part of a month. He wanted to know if I was still suffering from writer’s block and if I was any closer to delivering a draft for the studio to read. Which brings me to why I found myself drunk in the swanky Sunset Strip hotel bar on only the third day of forty. The darkness of big-time Hollywood had commissioned me to adapt a beautifully executed little novel: The Chihuahua in the Blue Prada Bag.

The original story takes place at a house in the Hamptons. A weekend with the rich and famous turns upside down when a man realizes the only one he can truly communicate with is his wife’s Chihuahua. The Chihuahua in the Blue Prada Bag spent forty-five weeks atop the New York Times best-seller list. The book satirizes American pop culture, ridiculing everything from new technology to unbridled consumption. The theme that “reality” television will destroy art as we know it is sublime. The end of the book is the writer’s personal coup d’etat, his own thumb in the windshield, so to speak. The Chihuahua persuades the husband to drive his wife’s Porsche through a party and into the pool, a burning American flag in tow. The entire party converges on the sinking car. As the husband swims to safety, everyone finally hears the Chihuahua’s voice: “The empire is dead! Long live China!”

Stunned faces stare at the Chihuahua. He responds to the dropped jaws: “That’s right. Dead! All because of you fat, jobbed, tattooed fuckholes.”

Of course we’re not allowed to say that. This is Hollywood, for God’s sake. No, we want an uplifting piece.

Let’s set it in Malibu.

Let’s have the dog solve the marriage issues of the husband and wife.

Let’s give him some funny lines.

Everyone loves animal humor. Hey, could the Chihuahua find love, too?

Wait. Could the Chihuahua be a golden retriever? Like Old Yeller?

I’ll see what I can do, you fat, jobbed, tattooed fuckholes.

The Chihuahua in the Blue Prada Bag won all kinds of awards. When I was first asked if I’d be interested in doing the adaptation, I declined. Why wreck something so perfect? Why destroy a comment on American culture so flawlessly executed?

The answer hit the front page of one of those contemptible magazines you find on every newsstand and at the front of every supermarket checkout line. There he was on the cover of Us Weekly: the writer, winner of a National Book Award. I had met him over dinner when the studio was first discussing the possibilities. I liked him. But the writer I met was no more. The man I met was shy and reserved. He didn’t dare take credit for his success lest the creative gods take away his voice. He doted on his mousey wife and awkward children. I really did like him.

But that man died. Ironically, he became a blip on the radar himself. There he was on the front page: a new haircut, twenty pounds lighter. He put Prada in the title, so that’s all he wore now. Oh, look at that, he started dating a popular reality star. What happened to his family? What? He took a break from writing? Of course he did. He lost his voice.

Fuck it. If he didn’t care, why should I? I took the job. I lost my soul years ago. I know it all sounds so very Faustian. Welcome to moving pictures. It happens to everyone. All you need is an original thought. Insert a taste of fame, and the procedure begins. The procedure is when an original thought finds an unoriginal thinker who then exploits the thought and its creator ad nauseam. The procedure concludes when the most unoriginal of the thinkers, Hollywood, comes knocking.

Then a second procedure begins. It starts with the option agreement. An option agreement is a procedure whereby a producer—a fancy Hollywood term for “chimp in a suit”—firmly lodges his fist in the rectal cavity of the original thinker. The fist usually contains a wad of cash, so the original thinker doesn’t forget who’s in charge. Now that the chimp in a suit has firm control of the original thought, he and his team systematically strip away any and all soul that may actually cause the unoriginal thinkers of the world to think. Team Chimp digs a shallow pool, allowing the original thinker to drown in his own regret. Then they load the dead body into a Porsche and take it to a party.

One of the chimps responsible for the destruction of this original thought was Brad Berman. Chimp Brad Berman became famous in Hollywood for cutting hair. He has two salons, one in Beverly Hills and one in West Hollywood. He serves white wine with your cut. Only white wine. It’s all Chimp Brad drinks. My writing partner used to say, “You should never trust a man who drinks white wine. He’s either a fag or about to tell you he’s a fag.”

Brad the fag had a reality TV show for a while where he continually espoused his love for women. He met his current lover over a glass of white wine. Chimp Brad is one of my wife’s best friends. That’s how I got this job. My wife and Chimp Brad bought the film rights to the novel. My wife is famous in Hollywood—not for any particular talent, more for genealogy. Her father was “the cute one” in a boy band in the late sixties. Her mother is an heiress to a candy empire. My wife and white-wine-swilling Brad the Chimp bought the film rights to the book so both could realize their dream of becoming serious participants in the big screen world. My wife is an actress. She goes to a lot of Hollywood parties. Hollywood parties today are the acting schools of the fifties. Today’s Actor’s Studio is the Vanity Fair party after the Academy Awards.

My agent finally got around to the topic at hand. There would be no hedging on my part. “I don’t have a draft yet.” That I would confide. What I wouldn’t share was that I didn’t even have page one. I was four months in, and I hadn’t written a word.

“Wouldn’t you be more comfortable writing at home?” he asked.

“Of course I would. My wife is remodeling the fucking house.” On Monday they started digging the pool. On Monday I checked in to this hotel.

“Yeah, I saw her on Letterman,” he said.“How long is she going to be in New York?”

“The press junket is supposed to last three more weeks, I think.” My wife was promoting her new project, a slasher film called A Killer in the Corn ///. On the poster, she’s running through a cornfield at night. It sucked. “I’m having a hell of a time sleeping,” I added. I’ve always had trouble sleeping.

“I’ll try to steal some of my wife’s sleeping pills for you,” he said. Most agents lie, cheat, and steal and then put you to sleep with excuses. This one was offering to commit petty thievery in order to sedate me outright. Now that’s what I call a working relationship. “I’ll check in with you tomorrow,” he said.

I motioned for the bartender and ordered my Sambuca with coffee bean. That was when Forgettable Larry thankfully thumbed his nose at hotel policy.

“You’re having trouble sleeping?”

Thirty-eight blissful nights ago, I learned the secret handshake.
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FORTY DAYS IN THE DESERT

Night forty in the swanky Sunset Strip hotel bar, 1:22 A.M. The handshake will be administered in thirty-eight minutes. I’ve already had one bottle of wine and am almost through another. Red is a great comfort in these trying times. I spent the better part of the evening being interviewed by a soft, doughy member of the crackerjack staff of People magazine.

My wife’s publicist set up the interview in the hope that it would teach me how to swim in the shallow end of the gene pool. The boy was innocuous enough, no more than twenty-five years old, a member of that generation that has unbelievable self-esteem. Why not? Their parents filled their little heads with the idea that they could be whatever they wanted to be. That their wants and needs were more important than society’s. Self before duty. That was why Emile Samarjian answered his cell phone five times during the interview. Emile’s parents admired Zola. It was a no-brainer that young Emile would grow up to be a senior staff writer at the hard-hitting journalistic juggernaut that is People magazine.

Why does everyone in his generation have such well-thought-out names? Movie-star names like Brandon, Ethan, Jake, and Jason. Josh, Liam, Nicholas, and Tyler. Traditional names like Christopher become Topher. The girls can’t escape, either. For every Jennifer, there’s an Ashley, Brittany, Caitlyn, Dakota, and Emma. Their play dates were with Hannah, Madison, Olivia, Samantha, and Sarah. Whenever they went outside, they wore helmets. They all grew up with cable, computers, SpellCheck, and cellular options. Instant gratification is their mantra.

Who the hell was he talking to? Why didn’t he at least get up from the table? Why should he? There was nowhere to go. Everywhere you looked, somebody was talking on a cell phone. It was quiet at my table. How did he get so fat? Why is everyone in his generation so fat? Maybe self-esteem, self-confidence, and inner journeys are high in carbs. Could following your bliss and manifesting your future have trans fats? Was Emile’s true inner self filled with creamy nougat?

His laugh was like a swagger. I hated it. Emile was supremely confident. His parents chose to bring this joyous angel into the world. They were card-carrying members of the peace-and-love generation who laid down their protest signs for jobs in real estate and an eco-friendly law firm. Half a percent of every malpractice and libel settlement Emile’s father won helped save the rain forests in Brazil. Emile’s parents found the tributaries along the Amazon a terrific winter retreat. The locals did seem a bit, well, primitive, but—no bother—his parents adopted the when-in-Rome philosophy and held twelve of the primitives in full-time employ.

Everyone in Emile’s generation has a tattoo. It’s their form of self-expression. This is a popular thought passed on to them by their parents: express yourself. Everyone is interested in who you are. I admired how Emile could ask me a question and then relate a story about himself. This pattern began with the cursory question on how I got started, which Emile echoed with an anecdote about how his father settled a suit about a People magazine article that alluded to the sexual orientation of some A-list movie star. So that’s how you become a senior staff writer. Zola would be so proud.

When he asked how I met my wife, Emile relayed a story about a British colleague who admitted to masturbating to a picture of my wife taken on a topless beach in St. Croix when she was eighteen. When he asked how I enjoyed working with one of the hottest young producers in Hollywood, Emile declared his admiration for a man with such refined taste. The producer’s taste in white wine was “awesome.”

Emile and his generation use the word “awesome” a lot. Everything is awesome. “Awesome” means “to be awed.” Was Chimp Brad’s taste in wine really awesome? Was Emile’s new tribal band tattoo awesome? The Grand Canyon is awesome. The Pyramids are awesome. There was nothing awesome about fat, confident Emile.

Finally, he stopped asking questions altogether. He needed to text a friend:

here with guy who thru
 glove thru chix window

Between thumb strokes he felt the need to relay the story about how he lost his virginity after seeing the movie where the kid fucks his mother’s glove. After he climaxed, he and his partner couldn’t stop laughing as they remembered how my character used the glove to break his girlfriend’s windshield. “When the thumb deflated? That was awesome!”

I tried to visualize Emile’s partner as Emile informed the waiter that he wanted another glass of white wine. Then he announced his departure for the bathroom. As Emile Samarjian turned toward the lobby, I wondered if he was gay. His entire generation seems so perfectly manicured, so androgynous. Didn’t they invent the metrosexual? It’s OK to be pretty. Overpriced clothes and manicures are just another way of expressing yourself. Experimentation is just another form of self-expression. His parents experimented with drugs— why can’t Emile dabble in boys? I’ll say one thing for my generation: people who are gay own it. No middle ground. Got to admire them for that. They choose a side and stick to their, um, guns. I wondered how Emile would be as a parent. Self-involved, narcissistic Emile. Could he forgo a day at the spa when it came time to buy books for his child? I suppose he could call his mommy and daddy for help. Isn’t that what they told him on the family outing for matching tattoos? “You can always call us for help.”

Whom would I call for help? OnStar. They would at least tell me where I was. They would tell me that I was in L.A. That I was in the Chateau Marmont Hotel. They would tell me that my room overlooked the bungalow where John Belushi died. They would tell me that I was minutes away from ending the interview with doughy, confident Emile. That there was a cozy place at the hotel bar with my name on it. They would tell me it was raining outside. That the construction on my house was almost two months behind. That the construction on the screenplay for The Chihuahua in the Goddamn Bag was six months past due. They would say that I should worry about the giant hole my contractor called the pool. They’d dug too close to the slope. OnStar would remind me that I lived in the Hollywood Hills. That my house faced the hollywood sign. That, despite how unhappy I was, I was only hours away from a blissful night of sleep. Emile’s parents would be proud of me. My bliss was sleep. I would know because OnStar would tell me so.

Young, confident, self-absorbed Emile was back. Who was he talking to? I admired his considerable multitasking skills. He must regularly watch Oprah, prophet of the multitasker. His cellular friend was a nipple to the world. As it is for his entire generation. They are addicted to noise. Generation Noise. Emile listened, talked, texted, and viewed “pix” and video all at almost exactly the same time. All with his right hand. His left hand surrendered the company plastic to pay the bill. I wondered if Emile had ever paid for anything in his whole life. He went from his parents’ pockets to his expense account at People. Thank God for that A-list actor’s questionable sexuality.

Emile is a good kid, don’t get me wrong. His generation is selfish but kind. I don’t even know how to explain it. He didn’t say “thank you” or “excuse me.” But you can’t confuse the lack of politeness and manners for unkindness. He believes everyone is equal. His entire generation does. Emile has participated in scores of sporting events and has the trophies to prove it. There were no losers when he played, only winners. When he vacationed with his parents in Brazil, there were only winners. The young men who cleared the field of sugar cane so Emile could practice soccer were winners because they participated in the life of Emile. That’s what his mother told him. She would know. She’s in real estate. She drives a Range Rover. That’s Los Angeles for you. Real estate agents drive $85,000 SUVs while teachers struggle to make rent. The empire will die at the hands of fat, tattooed Emile and his fat, jobbed, fuckhole parents.

Emile finished reading the last of his text messages and took a swig of his white wine. “My friends can’t believe I’m here with you. You’re, like, our hero. We always quote your movies. ‘Daryl, have you seen my mink gloves?’ ‘Daryl, look here, inside my glove? What do you suppose that is?’ ‘I swear, Kimberly, you start that car, and I’m gonna throw this furry rock through your windshield!’ And then you did! You are so awesome!”

The waiter returned with the check. Emile smiled as he signed for People. He winked at the waiter. Or was it the wait ress. I really couldn’t tell. That’s Hollywood. At least, that’s what the sign across from my house says.

I walked Emile to the valet. We shook hands and exchanged pleasantries. I told him how much I admired his story. Where he came from. Who he was. If anyone gave a shit about a staff writer at People magazine, I’d be the guy to write the article. I knew more about Emile Samarjian than he knew about me. What he knew about me had already been made up about me. I’ve filed a few lawsuits. Maybe that’s how Emile got the brand-new BMW that arrived at the valet stand. And those perfect teeth. How do they stay so white?

White wine.

“Hey, I’m meeting some friends at the Whiskey Bar. You wanna join us? I should warn you, my friends Josh and Tyler do a pretty mean impression of you.”

“I’ll take a rain check.”

“Are you sure? We’re all going down there to watch that man who fell into that hole. My friend Ethan is the manager. Every time they show the map where the man is, he buys the bar a shot of Jaeger. Last night we had, like, eight shots. It was awesome!”

A man fell into a hole? Was it my contractor? Was the hole my pool, which OnStar would assure me was dug too close to the slope? Did the hollywood sign fall into the hole?

I hoped that confident Emile climbed into his BMW and made his way to the Whiskey Bar and the man in the hole. I hoped he drank ten shots of Jaeger tonight. I hoped he had an awesome time. I hoped his friends Josh and Tyler did their impressions of me as they soaked paper napkins with white wine and tried to throw the wads through the windshields of their sexuality. I needed a drink. I needed Larry Forgettable’s unforgettable handshake. I needed someone to give me hope. Confident, self-assured Emile climbed into his new car. The passenger window slid down. Hope had yet to spring eternal.

“Uh, Mr. Beale? Is there anything you’d like me to write about you? I mean—like, something nobody knows?”

Did I care what the readers of People knew about me? No. I couldn’t give a shit. I shook my head and watched young, confident Emile drive off into the night. What I would have given for just one moment of his blissful ignorance. I turned back to the doors of my hotel. Maybe Larry Forgettable could help me forget Emile.
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SOMEONE NOBODY KNOWS

The bartender-pharmacist refilled my prescription for red wine. A stand-up chap. If he’s not careful, I may recomment him for employee of the month. He’ll need a good black-and-white photograph that we can put up next to the register. Emile’s last question has spurred a bit of a project. What would I want the world to know about me that it  doesn’t already know? I’ve already filled the back of one card board coaster, and I’m almost through a second. The project  mirrors my wine consumption. It’s amazing the amount of  information you can fit on the back of a cardboard coaster.

I began with something most people know, unless they had seen me only in a magazine or on screen. Kind of like testing the water temperature with your toes.

•   I am slightly above average in height but not in weight.

•   I cheated on my college entrance exams.

There’s a secret.

•   I didn’t lose my virginity until I was twenty years old.

Although in certain circles it is widely believed the event occurred six years earlier.

•   I cried every day until my eighteenth birthday. I have cried once since. One time in twenty-six years.

•   I have one secret I will never tell anyone.

It’s really not that big a deal. It’s something I saw that I promised I would keep only for me.

•   I have never been to see a therapist.

This despite the fact that I don’t remember the last time I was happy. My grandmother didn’t like me as a child. Which I discovered at the premier of my first movie. It followed this statement: “I’m just so proud of you—to tell you the truth, I never thought you would amount to anything.” My grandmother raised me. My father was murdered. She always told me he died in a car crash. Turns out my father wasn’t such a great guy. Guns don’t kill people. Guns kill people who steal drugs from people who kill people with guns.

•   My mother lives in a commune in Oregon.

The common belief is that she is an artist. My mother, in fact, is crazy.

•   I have spent roughly $14,500 at Starbucks this year.

I will pass the $15,000 mark with the purchase of the Avrenches espresso machine—nickel-plated, dual-nozzle—a wedding gift for my wife’s life coach, René. Almost every gift I give is from Starbucks. A favorite are those gift cards. They’re easy and thoughtless.

•   I cannot iron a shirt.

My inability to perform this most menial of tasks thoroughly pisses me off. I have been known to break valuable household objects while ironing. I will tell you I am a pacifist, but I’m angry about everything.
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