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Beware of what you wish for.




Chateau Marmont

Sunset Boulevard

West Hollywood

November 12th2003

Your Honor,

The events described below really happened.

I can only apologize and throw myself on the mercy of the Court.

I'm sorry.

I am very grateful you gave me the chance to clear the air with my story.

In my world we would call this a flashback.

Stanley Hay




1

Los Angeles. January 2003

My name is Stanley Hay and I’m a professional writer. I write movies, I write sitcoms, and I write gags for TV shows. You may have heard some of them. “I believe in the separation of Church and Planet.” That was mine. Caused quite a stir. I don't mean to cause trouble. It just seems to be what I do best. I make a pretty decent living writing and rewriting, but I have always wanted to write a novel, and this year, in January 2003, I decided it was time.

It didn’t quite turn out the way I’d planned.

Steve Martin says that the problem with fiction is you’ll be happily reading a book, and all of a sudden it turns into a novel. You should hear the way he says that. “It goes all novelly.” He’s a hoot, Steve. He cracks me up. It’s the way he says things. “Alllll novelly.” But it’s true isn’t it? That is the problem with novels. They are so palpably fiction. Maybe we’re a bit sick of plots with stories and characters, the usual bull. Oh she’s going to end up in bed with him. He’s going to do it with her. They’re all going to run away and join the navy … After all we’ve been reading books for centuries and watching movies and TV for years, and we've sat through hundreds and thousands of tales by the time we’re adults, so we know all about plot twists, and sudden reversals of fortune, and peripeteia and all that Aristotelian shit they cram into you at college. But real life doesn’t have a plot, does it? It just kinda rambles on.

So that’s what I set out to write. A reality novel. A novel about a Hollywood writer who is writing a novel about a Hollywood writer writing a novel about Hollywood.

Wait, it’s more than that. I did that just to make you laugh. I am a gag writer. I can never resist a cheap laugh. It has cost me dearly.

I'm calling my novel The Writer’s Cut. It’s a Post Ironic title, because it’s something you’re never going to see. No one ever releases a movie that is the Writer’s cut. They’d sooner put out the Caterers’ cut or the Craft Services’ cut, or the Valet Parkers’ cut. We’re in the Post Ironic age. With Reality TV we have gone way beyond irony. Same with politics. We’ve got a clown in the White House and nobody laughs.

The Writer’s Cut is going to be very contemporary, in structure, in style and in content, with heavy sex scenes, natch, because that’s what sells today. I am going to put myself in my novel of course. That’s what people do these days. Like everyone else I want to be a star. I want to be on television and hold up the cover of my book. Why not? Some people want to climb Mount Everest, some people want to dress up as chickens and wrestle. It’s all good in the Post Ironic age.

It isn’t going to be a long book. Long books are over. Long books don’t sell. We live in the age of the sound bite. Short, sharp, bittersweet. It’s a tittle-tattle tale of life on the streets and between the sheets of Hollywood, with lots of sex and stars. Quite scandalous in fact. I’m taking one or two liberties with the truth, of course, because a writer’s life isn’t that interesting.

Got up. Wrote. Had a crap. Wrote. Went back to bed. Got up. Wrote. Had a headache. Couldn’t think of anything. Drank.

Actually a writer’s life isn’t at all interesting, though I did once get my girlfriend Tish to pose naked for me while I was writing. Why should only painters have nude models, right? I figured a writer’s model might help me write something extraordinary. So Tish slipped off all her clothes and laid her long beautiful body back on a sofa while I turned on my laptop.

I got nothing written.

I guess painters have more discipline.

I’ve always found writing a very erotic experience.

That and sex.

Sorry, couldn’t resist. Gag writer, right?

“You have a gag reflex,” Tish said to me once and I made a rude joke about her gag reflex when she was giving me head.

“One swallow does not a summer make.”

She was very pissed off at me. Tish hates comedy. Well mine anyway. She just can’t laugh at herself. I didn’t get sex for days.

My English College Professor taught me everything I know about writing. That, and how to successfully manipulate the clitoris. Obviously she wasn’t your classic English College Professor. She was blonde and built like a Playboy model and lectured in Shakespeare and Yoga at the University of Santa Barbara. During my Senior year she taught me one or two things about writing, and a hell of a lot more about the clitoris. She gave me an A, but I think it was more for effort than for my skills at love or literature. She was very funny though and we used to share literary jokes in bed.

“What do you call intellectuals who write porn?”

“The Cliterati.”

“Did you hear about the dyslexic English professor?”

“Yes, she had a Yeats infection.”

“What do you call Beethoven’s 69th?”

“The Past Oral symphony.”

You can see why I drifted into comedy writing.

By the way is it just me or have you noticed just how much sex there is all around us these days? TV, advertising, movies, magazines. It’s a pornucopia. The Victoria’s Secret catalogue that comes through my door each month is virtually sexual harassment. I should probably cancel it. I don’t use that much women’s underwear. I sit in the hairdresser’s and read women’s magazines that make me blush.

How to find the perineum. (I thought that was a London Club.)

Where to put your tongue to drive him wild. (How about in your cheek?)

Anal Sex: when should you let him try the back door? (When he forgets his key?)

Yipes.

All this between totally pornographic ads for underwear and samples of exciting new scents. I get a boner at the hairdressers just reading all this shit. And yet we’re so used to it. Nobody turns a pubic hair.

The main thrust of my book (sadly the pun is intended) will be the sexual confessions of a Hollywood writer. It’s a thinly disguised attack on myself, penile warts and all. A male kiss-and-tell book, with a strong emphasis on innuendo, lubricious tales from the Hollywood hills, garnered from the boastful anecdotes of my friends, spruced up with highly exaggerated scenes from the years I spent bonking actresses. I aim to name as many of these famous ladies as the lawyers will permit, with strong hints as to the identity of several others. For example I can suggest I spent a weekend in bed with Jennifer, Kate, Kirsten, Cameron and Daryl without ever having to assert it directly. It’s all totally deniable gossip. And totally commercial. Pretty low, I know, but, hey, fame is the new novel.

I think it’s a killer idea.

I got it while driving to the Valley for a meeting about meeting someone about setting a meeting. They have an idea for a concept and they need a writer (me) to tell them what that idea is. That’s what we do here in Hollywood. We go to meetings and listen to people yelling. If you ask me everyone’s angry all the time in Hollywood. A mixture of repressed rage, thwarted ambition and too much caffeine. You see them in their cars, waving their arms around, screaming and shouting into their cell phones.

“Screw him. Asshole. Fuck him!”

It’s a wonder anyone gets to work alive.

Today I’m driving to a pitch meeting at Mercy Champion.

Mercy Champion own several of the nicest dressed and highest grossing comedies on television.

I have no idea what I’m pitching.

*

I was supposed to meet Sam at ten at The Office, which is what we call the deli in West Hollywood where we meet for breakfast to bullshit for an hour before we start writing bullshit professionally. Sam is my partner, a carrot-haired comic who looks like a woolly lollipop. His hair is shaggy like a rusty sheep. He has so much hair he could give Donald Trump a transplant and still have enough left over to knit a nasty sweater. He affects trendy horn-rimmed glasses (Tom Ford knockoffs) and is slight of build, but funny as hell. We are currently working on a highly paid rewrite of a truly awful screenplay for Mickey Mikado at Disney, which is due in, like, yesterday. Frog Me is a piece of shit about a couple of kids on campus who accidentally get turned into frogs in the science lab. They have to find a Jewish American Princess who will kiss them to turn back into … well you get the picture. It’s yuk-making crap but hey it starts shooting in ten days and it pays real well. Unfortunately Morty calls at nine to say he has set a meeting at Mercy Champion and I had better be there or start looking for new representation.

That’s harsh.

Morty is my agent. He lives in a box at the William Morris agency. On the phone day and night. SuperJew, he calls himself. I’m pretty sure he stole that line from Lenny Bruce. He’s always on at me to work in shit com, but I want him to sell my novel.

“Your novel? Jesus H. Kerist you’re writing a novel? What the fuck for?”

I tell him my idea for The Writer’s Cut.

Morty hates it.

“A Hollywood novel. We need another one of those like Wolfgang Puck needs another pizza. Who’s gonna read a fuckin’ book about writers? Nobody. Who gives a fuck about writers? Nobody. Let me tell you about writers. They’re a dime a dozen.”

Morty is a writers’ agent.

Post Ironic eh?

I call him Agent Orange because he ruins so many lives. Though not to his face.

I need him.

“The guy who parks my car is more use than a frigging writer. Why? I tell you why? Because nobody in this town reads. When they say they’ve read your script they’re lying. They don’t have time. They’ve read the coverage. If you’re lucky.”

Coverage is the local term for précis, short summaries of movie scripts written by people who can’t even get jobs as writers, and are paid to read the endless tsunami of scripts that flood on to the desks of movie executives. People get coverage on a treatment. A guy I know at Disney gets coverage on his e-mail.

“A novel? Don’t pull my schlong. It’s a big fucking waste of time. Develop the sitcom. That’s where the money is. Fucking books,” he says.

I tell him I think it would make a great movie and amazingly he doesn’t hang up. He grumbles a bit about how books are on their way out and how this is 2003 and there won’t even be any bookshops left in ten years. But I can tell he likes the idea of selling the movie.

“Is it finished?”

“You want to read it?”

“Hell no. Send me coverage.”

I promise he’ll have it by tomorrow.

“I’ll make a few calls." says Morty. "And the sitcom?”

I promise him I’ll be at the meeting.

“And be nice, Stanley. Mercy Champion actually like your idea. It’s in the Valley. At ten. Don’t be late.”

Morty makes it sound like the Valley of the Shadow of Death. The Valley of the Shadow of Debt is more accurate, since I have just spent five grand on repairs to my beautiful Corvette.

I forget to ask him what I am supposed to be pitching.

Mercy Brent and Dennis Champion are the self-proclaimed “Kings of Komedy.” It says so on the door of their influential bungalow on the CBS Radford lot from where they control an empire of sitcoms filled with nice people being nice to each other. Yuck. But I am scared of losing Morty. And definitely more scared of him than Sam. I’m scared of Micky Mikado too because he is a notoriously intemperate man. When he gets mad he beats his leather armchair with a riding crop. Plus his brother owns a hotel in Vegas which tells you more than enough about his family. Bent noses. Know what I mean? You definitely don’t want to keep him waiting. Not if you fancy keeping your legs. He wanted the rewrite by yesterday, but I have to blow Sam off to take this meeting at Mercy Champion. I can’t afford to try and find another agent.

My partner is not pleased to hear I’m not going to make it to work today because I have to go to the dentist.

“Are you lying?” he says.

“Sam …” I say in a hurt tone, “would I lie to you?”

“Mickey Mikado wants to come over and see how we’re doing.”

“Tell him hi,” I say.

“Can’t it wait?”

“Sam, it hurts me to speak.”

“Not as much as it hurts me to listen,” says Sam. He has an acute built-in bullshit detector.

“Mickey Mikado is going to be really pissed if you’re not here,” he says. “We promised him the polish Tuesday and it’s Friday already.”

“Screw him,” I say, which is LA talk for “Please call him and apologize.”

“I’ll see if I can get them to push the deadline,” he says. “But they’re shooting this sucker in ten days.”

“Tell the actors to just make up the words.”

“That’s what they do anyway.”

This is a ritual writers joke. We use it to end phone conversations.

It’s a slow ride over Laurel Canyon. It’s only a short distance, but all the executives from the Studios in the Valley are going to meetings in Beverly Hills and all the agents from Beverly Hills are going for meetings at the Studios in the Valley, so traffic is at a standstill. I take a shortcut over Mount Olympus. It’s a beautiful day in LA. It’s early January and the Santa Anas are blowing. The light is vibrant, the atmosphere sparkling and the sky is a crystal clear cobalt. No wonder people move here.

The mountains have a light sprinkling of snow. You can only see them at this time of year when the winds blow all the car shit out past Pasadena. Climbing over Mount Olympus I can see the graph of downtown LA sparkling in the sunlight. Once over Mulholland you can see for miles, endless ridges of receding hills leading towards Santa Barbara, and it’s clearer than I’ve ever seen it. That’s what I love about LA. The weather and the dress code. I’m wearing sneakers and a tee shirt to an important pitch meeting.

It’s at this meeting on the CBS Radford lot that I have my brilliant idea. It’s nothing to do with the sitcom I’m supposed to be meeting about. It’s so brilliant and so simple that I panic for a minute that it must have been done already. But I don’t think it has. I’m practically certain it’s a genuine A1 original idea.

I get my drive-on and am waved by a uniformed guard into an impressive slot next to some seriously expensive vehicles. These shiny symbols belong to the cast of a really high paying sitcom that shoots on the lot. Some of their owners are pulling in more than a million dollars a week, and they’re given these cars for nothing. Sickening.

I can hardly wait to join them.

The people I’m meeting with have rented a small but beautiful bungalow which sits alongside an enormous concrete bunker. Everything about the bungalow screams art director, from its wooden steps, to its fresh yellow paintwork, its flapping canary curtains and its bright red geraniums in painted pots. The bunker next door calls itself Studio Ten and there is a sad poster for Survivor Two clinging to its faded exterior.

Mercy Champion are running late of course. If you’re not running late in Hollywood it means nobody wants you. This gives me a chance to catch up on the trades and ogle the secretaries. There’s a real humdinger in a tight white dress playing Free Cell on a computer. She looks bored. From time to time she looks up and tells me they’re still running late.

I don’t mind. I could stare at her all morning.

“Can I get you something?” she asks.

I can think of about a hundred and fifty things, but settle for a small Perrier.

After another thirty minutes the door opens and Ellen DeGeneres comes out. She doesn’t look at me, but she has a nice little confident smile on her face.

I can tell right away they are pleased to have had her and they are very pleased I saw her leaving. They are all incredibly cheerful. I’m getting a second hand celebrity glow.

The interior office looks like somebody’s living room with way too much furniture. Half a dozen people are perched on the sides of couches or have scrunched together on thick leather chairs. We’re here to discuss my sitcom but we talk about Ellen for a while and how well respected she is, and how well liked. Nobody seems very keen to bring up my project.

I am what is technically called “in development”, which is like “writing” except you don’t do any actual writing. You attend meetings and listen to people who don’t write tell you what it will be like when you have written it.

“It will be hard edged, and yet with a soft touch.”

“It is going to be very funny without ever losing the sympathy of the audience.”

“It will be engaging, and modern, and yet tender under the surface, but at the same time, hilarious.” That sort of thing.

I keep smiling while their lips move. I’m not an angry guy but there is only so much I can take of “the studio are looking for a very hip, original, series” while realizing they are defining a very dumb, second-hand, show.

“We believe in Sitcom dot com,” says Mercy with all the conviction of a nun.

Ding. Of course. Now I remember. I came up with a “concept” provisionally titled Sitcom dot com about a group of young cappuccino drinking twenty year olds trying to create a sitcom on the Internet.

“It’s very new and very hip,” says Mercy.

“It’ll be positioned for the new young,” says Champion.

“Did the old young die already?” I say before I even think.

They stare at me.

“Sorry,” I say. “Joke.”

Oh. They begin to laugh immoderately. Like Woody Allen just said something. It’s embarrassing. But they need to believe I’m funny so I look suitably modest as they roll around the couches reassuring themselves I am really hilarious.

“You are so in tune with us,” says Mercy.

“So today,” says Champion.

Mercy nods enthusiastically. “Sitcom is about young people exchanging smart one-liners.”

Actually they and I know full well it’s about advertising; keeping the suckers tuned in between commercials. That’s all. Dousing them with nice girls with nice tits saying nice lines to dumb guys in tight jeans.

They show me pictures of some girls they have lined up to test for the Pilot they are anxious for me to write, the minute we have a deal. They might as well call it a Titcom. Or Thanks for the Mammaries. They assure me that all the girls, as well as being drop-dead gorgeous, are also very funny. They tell me how keen they are on this project, how much they are looking forward to working with me, how we are all going to make an incredible amount of money, and how it’s going to be “a lot of fun.” This is my cue to leave, so I rise and shake hands and thank them as sincerely as I can. I’m hoping to God someone will steal the idea before I have to write it. Not an unrealistic hope by the way, Hollywood being as leaky as a cheap tent. It’s the agents, and the lawyers. They lunch, they talk, they swap tales of concepts in development. Next thing you know some other schmuck announces it as his idea. It doesn’t matter. They only steal shit.

It’s while I’m driving off the lot that it suddenly hits me. My brilliant idea.

Ellen should be in my book.

And not just Ellen.

Lots of celebrities. Real people.

My novel is going to have stars.

After my super good really brilliant idea I’m feeling so happy I’m singing in my car. I’m driving straight home to start work on my book, the first novel with Stars.

I live in a tiny house wedged on a hill at the back of Sunset and I’m coming down Laurel Canyon singing Joni Mitchell when Sam calls. I’m feeling so pleased with myself I forget I was supposed to be at the dentist and tell him I just had a very successful pitch meeting with Mercy Champion.

He’s not happy.

“You can’t even lie well,” he says.

“I got the gig” I say. “That’s incontrovertible evidence I can lie well.”

“You told me you were in pain.”

“I was. You should have seen the receptionist.”

“This isn’t funny, Stanley. Micky Mikado is furious. He’s going ballistic. He’s threatening not to pay for the rewrite!”

That’s low. Not paying for the rewrite we haven’t done yet. I offer to bring Sam into the Mercy Champion deal but I can tell he’s not happy with that.

I can tell he’s not happy with that because he hangs up.

Unfortunate. But I have a book to write and nothing will stand in my way. Not even a nice glass of Chablis at Dominick’s, which I am very tempted to sample as a reward for a successful pitch. Dominick’s is my spiritual home. It’s a private bar opposite Cedars-Sinai, the gigantic Hospital where the stars get their scars. It’s a low structure with two rooms, the main room wooden with lots of retro booths and a bar, and across the yard a Games room where people take cocaine, solicit blowjobs and get totally hammered.

The house signature gag is: What’s the difference between Dominick’s and the Titanic? More people went down in Dominick’s …

It’s been a legendary center of bad behavior since the Forties. It was a favorite watering hole of Frank Sinatra and the Rat Pack. Only friends of friends can drink and dine at this exclusive Hollywood hideout. A lot of Rotters hang out there. That’s what they call themselves. Bad boys all. And of course they attract the sort of girls who like Bad Boys. Surely a quick drink with Giler or Tiny Naylor won’t hurt. But no, I must be disciplined. Tolstoy didn’t get where he was by popping off for a glass of Chablis instead of writing. Nothing good was ever done without discipline, so home is the hero, and on with the writing.

I’m half way along Sunset when Morty calls.

“So what did you do, blow them?”

“What?”

“Mercy Champion love you. You made them hot. Did you slip Viagra in their coffee? Stanley they are so hot for you it was like phone sex.”

Did I blush? No. Hollywood is a shame free zone.

“They want to make a deal for a pilot. And by the way, kiddo, Pangloss are interested in your book.”

“My book? You’re kidding.”

“I made a couple of calls. Pangloss are very interested. A little bird told me they’re in trouble. They have a big hole in their summer list. Some asshole writer failed to deliver and they’re desperately looking for a Beach book.”

“What’s that?”

“You know … a Beach book. The book that everyone in the Hamptons is seen reading in the summer. A vacation read. It is ready, right?”

“Absolutely. Do you want to read it?”

“Fuck no. I already told them I have Sonny Mehta desperate to buy it. But I said they could have first shot if they move quickly.”

Wow.

“Richard Hume will meet you for lunch tomorrow at Le Dome. He’s in from New York for a screening. They think you’re the answer to their prayers. Better clinch this now, Stanley.”

Dear God. I’m going to be a novelist.

*

I’m driving along Sunset when a perfect parking slot opens up in front of Book Soup. I’m still intending to go home and start work immediately on my novel, but I’m high from the conversation with Morty and you should never look a gift parking slot in the mouth. So I decide to give myself a reward. I make a U turn and take it.

I’m an inkoholic you see.

I love books. And I really love bookshops. I find them sexy places. Warm. Comfortable. Filled with intimate thoughts. I love the way everyone tilts their heads as they scan the shelves. That’s how I think of us book readers: we’re head tilters. Magazine readers don’t do that. They tilt the magazine, or flick through them backwards. You don’t do that with a book. Book Soup is my closest, but Dutton’s in Brentwood is very good, and there’s another Dutton’s in the Valley which has second hand books as well.

One book, and then I’m home all night writing. I’ve got to be prepared for tomorrow.

I’m feeding the meter when I see her.

It’s Joanie Collins.

I can see her clearly through the window. She’s by the counter. In those dark glasses I could tell her anywhere.

It is a sign from God.

My novel is meant to be.

And she is meant to be in it.

I mean Joan Collins for heaven sake. She’s legendary.

I am standing on the pavement outside Book Soup staring through the window, and I want to go in and say “Hi Joanie” because you can do that with celebrities and they will assume they have met you and forgotten who you are, so it’s a great way to meet them. You just say something like “Hey Joanie, Stanley Hay, remember we met at Morty’s thing for Goldie at CAA?” and they go “Oh yes, how are you?”

But I can’t bring myself to move.

This moment is too good.

I want to remember it forever.

Somewhere I can hear a heavenly choir. It’s coming from inside her limo. The chauffeur has opened the door and Joanie walks out of the bookshop with her dark glasses on and slides into the waiting limo and I’m still rooted to the spot as she pulls away with a slight wave.

Did I imagine that wave?

Never mind, there’ll be a slight wave when I write it.

I turn back. The window of Book Soup is filled with copies of a new book. Floor to ceiling, hundreds of copies of a brand new book.

It’s mine.

My new novel. Starring Joan Collins.

My face is all over the window on the back jacket.

The front cover is clear and simple. A pair of scissors, open, cutting through the words


The Writer’s Cut.



Underneath Kiss and Sell, by Stanley Hay.

OMG. It’s meant to be.

I’m hyperventilating.

I go straight home and work very hard all evening.

Well I go straight home and start to work very hard all evening but of course I have to stop and watch American Idol. I’m rooting for Clay Aiken. He’s adorable. My girlfriend Tish prefers Reuben, but I like Clay. Tish is Chinese-American, her grandparents from Singapore, which means she has great genes, jet black hair, long legs and a terrific body. She’s an actress waitress.

“I’m waiting to act,” she says.

It’s her little joke, but she is always busy with auditions and taking yoga classes, Pilates, acting classes and modern dance and whatever else those classes are that take all her time. She occasionally writes coverage for the studios too. It means she is absent a lot and works nights waitressing at Little Dom’s, which means she comes home very late. This suits me fine as I write my book at night. Or I will. And I shall dedicate it to Tish.

Probably.

Tish or Philip Roth.

Tish changed her name from Trish, but I think that’s Philip Roth’s real name. We’ve been going out for six months now – me and Tish obviously, not Philip Roth.

Six months is a little scary. In this town it is some kind of big deal. I think it might even be a legal thing, six months. Nobody I know is married. There’s a whole generation of men approaching forty who are not gay, who have never been married and who are not even in a serious relationship. No kids, no alimony, no commitment. Oddly enough most of my gay friends are married and have kids. I think we’ve all swapped roles. Anyway six months is a kind of crucial date in a Hollywood relationship and I think I am becoming anxious about the whole commitment thing. Hell, I’m only 26, well 29 if you go by birthdays, but nobody in this town does, and I already know you have to lie about your age to survive, even as a writer.

I want my book to be very modern, and I’m wondering just how many sex scenes to include. After American Idol I contemplate the Smut question for a while. We all assume the modern novel is smutty, and yet the sexually obsessed modern novel is only fifty years old, born in 1959 with the publication in Britain of D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover. It was considered the most scandalous book of all time. It was supposed to deprave and corrupt servants and expose the working classes to irreversible moral danger. Have you read it? I was shocked. It’s a virginal tract compared to most books today. There’s hardly an epithet out of place. No bestseller can hope to get by without more pages of smut in the first few chapters than Lawrence’s book has in its entirety. It’s hard to know what all the fuss was about. The original publishers were sued in the British courts. I forget what for, precisely. Offending the Eyeballs of the Queen or Frightening the Middle Classes or some such stupid British law. Personally I quite like Brits. As individuals. And writers too, of course. But the rest of them seem to have a stick up their ass.

This is the lawyer Mervyn Griffith-Jones in his opening address to the jury in London, 20 Oct. 1961, during the prosecution of Penguin Books.

“Would you approve of your young sons, young daughters﻿ — because girls can read as well as boys﻿ — reading this book? Is it a book that you would have lying around in your own house? Is it a book that you would even wish your wife or your servants to read?”

I love that. Don’t let the servants read it. Particularly your gamekeeper. They may try to screw your wife.

So my book will have smut. And lots of it.

I have some good stories from the front line. My friend H actually fell asleep on top of a major actress. He compounded his mistake by sending her flowers the next day and apologizing for not turning up.

“But you were here,” she said.

She was almost more insulted he forgot he was there than that he fell asleep on top of her.

Rotters. They have great tales.

I get distracted from my smut thoughts by a documentary on Frontline about Iraq, which is quite interesting. Apparently they have tons of weapons of mass destruction. Cheney says the evidence is completely convincing. I switch it off and dig out a piece called The Perfumed Vagina which I wrote for Roley Esmic, the king of soft porn and owner of Stroke Magazine. Roley, whose dick is in his brain, and who has hair implants to encourage his cock to grow, has a corporate motto which, I kid you not, says “The penis: mightier than the sword.”

I like Roley but he always looks like he just got up, which is probably true, since he’s always in his fucking pajamas. I mean, that went out with Heff. I suspect Roley’s mainlining Viagra. He has weird hair and a comb-over to cover his incipient baldness and he pretends he’s a regular guy who just happens to have a private jet while living with three or four young women. Still he is paying me well enough to write high class porn. My problem is I can’t show it to Tish. She may think I’ve done some of this stuff. Which is Post Ironic because I have.

Occasionally I’m asked to do punch ups, touch ups, polishes, what Producers like to call “inserting humor.” Sounds vaguely sexual. And as a matter of fact, it is. For instance a few years ago, when I was a new boy in town working as an AD on a yucky comedy Paramount were making, I was given a ride home to the Chateau Marmont by the female star of the movie. She saw me hanging around by the Paramount gate, pulled up and offered me a ride. How could I turn it down? This gorgeous girl in a tiny red sports car. You’d recognize her name, no question. She’s blonde with trademark lips you could carve a sofa out of. She had just appeared stark naked with a cigarette between those fabulous pillow lips in an award winning European film. Now she is in my hotel room. Instead of dropping me off she insisted on coming up to see where I live. Just for nostalgia, she says. She lived here for five years, before husband number one. That’s long before current husband, number two, who is an above the title action star who is rumored to be more than a little fond of his fellow actors.

I dodge around between her and the bed in the narrow space of my tiny room, trying not to bump into her. She is the most gorgeous creature I have ever seen. I swear that not even in my most erotic dreams would I dare jump her, she is so far out of my league. Not to mention that heavily buffed husband of hers. She is looking out of the window now and sighs. Her mind is far away.

“I was so young,” she says, “and I had so much fun here.”

She turns suddenly.

“How old are you, Jake?”

“That’s Stanley,” I say. “And I’m 21.”

I’m old enough at least to lie about my age in Hollywood.

“Twenty-one and never been kissed,” she says, pouting.

There is simply no answer to that, so I gawk at her. I find her closeness extraordinarily arousing. She notices of course.

“Uhm look at you,” she says. “Is that for me? How flattering. Perhaps I can do something about that.” And I swear to God she pushes me backwards on to the bed. I sit up and try and kiss her but she impatiently pushes me back, undoes my belt and begins tugging at my jeans. I raise my hips and she slides off my pants.

She smiles, gives my dick a little look of appreciation, says “Well hello there,” flicks her hair behind her ears and suddenly that famous mouth, those fabulous lips that I have watched 80 feet wide across my local screen, are wrapped firmly around me, and with deft fingers, this multi-million dollar screen goddess is pleasuring me, her red-nailed fingers expertly drawing me into her. I’m being mouthed by a Hollywood legend. Her golden head is bobbing in my mirror and I can see her fabulous ass moving up and down reflected in the dark gray of the TV screen. And with that I explode.

“Welcome to Hollywood,” she says.

That actually happened.

I’m definitely going to use it in my novel. I might hint at her name but frankly I’m a little scared of the husband. He looks a vindictive shit to me.

As I say I wrote that piece originally for Roley Esmic the owner of Stroke Magazine, but it turned out to be an unfortunate name, because that’s what Roley died from. A stroke. Having a hand job from one of his “assistants.” Stone dead in his ivy covered mansion in Bel Air. One of the top members of the Pornocracy, keeled over on the imported marble and gasping like a fish. Another victim of Viagra. When Sam heard what happened to Roley he said “If symptoms persist for more than four hours call a mortician.”

I was never paid for the piece.

I got so horny re-reading it I had to call Tish at the restaurant and ask her to come over. It was tricky because I had to tell her it was all pure fiction and of course she didn’t believe me. She wouldn’t come straight back because it was a busy night and they were shorthanded. She ended up giving me phone sex, and it took me a while and she said she was getting strange looks at Little Dom’s, which put me off my stroke.

I mean good grief that’s not the first phone sex at Little Dom’s.


The Writer’s Cut

by Stanley Hay

A blow by blowjob exposé of what goes on behind the scenes and between the sheets in tinsel town.

A Reality Novel.



I’m very good at bullshit.

It’s what I do best.

And that’s not just me speaking, that’s what Tish says, and Sam says I have dropped more bull than a Spanish matador. That’s not insulting here by the way. Bullshit is the art of Hollywood. I’m really good at it. If you can’t pitch you’re dead. That’s what they do all day, all night, on the phone, in their cars, at the office, in the bedroom. After you’ve been to a hundred Hollywood pitches you can do it in your sleep. It's akin to advertising. Or stripping. I call it laptop dancing. You have to tease the customer into paying something without showing anything. You lure. You tempt. You paint a dream they can’t possibly imagine living without, which they need to own right now. It’s a hooker’s art, but Richard Hume is a New Yorker and a publisher and they’re very smart and not so easily sold. So you have to play on their weaknesses. New Yorkers hate LA. They pride themselves on it. But they can never resist a bit of slumming. They’re tempted by all that flesh and all that power. And of course the weather, which they pretend to hate. So out they come to stay in friends’ beach houses, to drive around getting lost and hating it all.

New Yorkers are basically dysfunctional outside of Manhattan. They have to take their city with them. They travel in packs. They all go to Wimpleton together, or to Paris with a group of other New Yorkers. They go on exotic vacations in enormous yachts so they don’t really have to go ashore. The Mediterranean is packed with them on private jets, or squished together in rented Palazzos. Even here in LA they wear too much clothing and go out in groups looking for pizza places just like the ones in NY.

Richard Hume is wearing tweeds and a bowtie at lunch. He has elegantly manicured hands and big blues eyes. He looks like Robert Redford. Morty says he’s a Wasp in sheep’s clothing.

“Go get him, kiddo,” is his advice.

*

Le Dome on Sunset is packed. It’s the place to lunch. Anyone who is anyone is looking hopefully at Eddie to see if he can squeeze them in. I can see Joanie Collins hiding conspicuously in a corner with sister Jackie. Warren Beatty is beaming his short-sighted smile waiting for his lunch date. Bruce Willis sits across from him with Demi. There are several head-turning high-class hookers, clusters of Armani-clad agents, the odd disheveled Director, drop-dead beautiful actresses, the occasional studio head, A-list screenwriters sprinkled with a frosting of rock royalty. The room is abuzz with bullshit.

As I say Richard Hume is very bright. When I told him I was writing a Reality novel he almost choked on his asparagus.

“A reality novel?”

“There’ll be real people in it. I’m in it.”

“You are?”

“Yes. It’s a novel posing as a memoir disguised as a novel.”

“What?”

“Every book is now a celebrity book. Authors have become more important than their creations. Novelists have become stars in their own novels.”

“Ye-es …” he concedes.

“When Truman Capote wrote La Cote Basque, he betrayed his friends and was cast into social hell, some people say deservedly. I don’t agree. I think the very job of a writer is to betray what’s happening in the world. What other point is there? Who cares Truman couldn’t go to the Hamptons anymore? With In Cold Blood he actually became the star of his own book. You can see the novel right there saying ‘fuck fiction’ and taking a giant leap out of the 19th century and into the 20th century where celebrity reigns. Dickens was a celebrity, reading his own works to vast crowds on tour, so was Oscar Wilde, but they never thought of putting themselves into their own books!”

“Philip Roth is in several of his books.”

“Yes, but as Zuckerman. This will be me, Stanley Hay writing as Stanley Hay. Reports from the frontline, the wenches in the trenches.”

He looks unsure. I need to go upmarket.

“Maybe it was Norman Mailer who did it first, but he did it kinda archly, calling himself Aquarius or some such, or perhaps, come to think of it, it was Martin Amis who was the first to put himself into his own novel by name, but the point is the novel has taken on the documentary aspect of television, stolen the stardom factor from the movies, added the celebrity cult of People magazine and voila, it is not dead: it has simply mutated. Pure intellectual Darwinism.”

“And this is The Writer’s Cut?”

“This is The Writer’s Cut.”

“When can I see some pages?”

“The minute it’s finished. I’m white hot at the moment.”

“How far have you got?”

“I’m almost at the end.” Which is what we in Hollywood call a creative stretch. A lie to the rest of you. “Almost at the beginning” would have covered it.

“I’m just doing a final rewrite.”

“Can we read it soon?”

“No problem.”

“We may want to rush release this. I’ll call Morty.”

And with that he picked up the check, stood up and left the restaurant, leaving me speechless.

Dear sweet Jesus, can I bullshit or what?




2

“Start the fucking ticking clock fucking ticking.”

That’s what Mickey Mikado says.

Sam and I are in an early morning meeting at the Disney Executive block. Execution block more like. Over the main doorway, wide enough for a football band to march through, Seven Dwarves bend, holding the weight of the world on their shoulders. Sam and I are in imminent danger of joining them. It feels like being back in High School.

Mickey Mikado sits in front of a large picture of his brother's hotel in the Desert. It’s called The Mikado in case you don’t get the picture, and is sort of Japanese Vegas, with Geisha strippers and Samurai waiters and, oh horror … cooked sushi.

In order to make up for what we promised to deliver by last week, Sam and I have just agreed to write all weekend, and all night if need be, which is something of a problem for me, since I now have a novel to write.

That’s right.

Richard Hume bought it!

He bought my fucking novel.

Morty called to tell me the good news.

“So, kiddo, now you’re a novelist.”

It’s music to my ears. He bought my book. From my pitch.

“He loves it,” said Morty. “It is finished right?”

“Virtually” I said. Compounding the problem. Lying to agents may be common in the executive class but lying to your own agent can lead to trouble.

Rest assured. It will.

It’s fair to say that I misled Richard Hume by underestimating how much of the book was left to write.

All of it.

I regret this now.

But it might be also said that Richard Hume misled himself. So desperate was he to buy the brilliant and beautiful bestselling book I outlined to him at lunch that he allowed himself to be taken in by his own dreams of glory. Pangloss is about to be swallowed by a giant German conglomerate. Richard Hume suddenly saw himself as a white knight fighting off a hostile takeover. Saving Pangloss from bankruptcy. For Pangloss was in trouble. Too many writers. Too few books. Way too few sales. My Kiss-and-Sell Hollywood memoir seemed to him an unexpected gift from the gods.

But gifts from the gods sometimes come at a high price.

The weekend rewrite for Mickey Mikado started badly. That is to say it didn’t start. My mistake was to celebrate the successful sale of my novel. Dominick's was packed Friday night with all the usual suspects: David Giler, Tiny Naylor, Bobby Woods, Kiefer Sutherland. They always need very little excuse to celebrate and my book deal was greeted with genuine joy. The celebrations were loud and long and ended up in a drunken Jacuzzi schmooze somewhere in the Hollywood hills. The alcohol flowed like wine, the women flowed like water, the coke flowed like finely sifted salt and I couldn’t speak until Monday.

Which is when we get the bad news. Mickey Mikado has fired us from the rewrite. He won’t even pay for the work we did. The rumor is Carrie Fisher has been brought in at three times the amount we were making. Fuck. Sam won’t even speak to me. Blames me I guess.

I feel shame and guilt. For about thirty seconds. And then relief. Now I’ll have plenty of time to write my book. Well, not plenty of time, but a couple of months, and I’ve nothing else to do which is a pity as I don’t really feel like starting the book today. What I feel like doing is lying in bed being overpaid for not doing a rewrite for Mickey Mikado that gets me access to the Disney lot and keeps up my Health Insurance payments.

Novels are a lot of work.

Just reading them can take weeks.

I call Sam again and he pretends he isn’t there. But I know better and reach him on his cell phone. He’s still pissed at me.

“I knew this would happen.”

“So why didn’t you finish it yourself if you knew this would happen?”

“Because you kept insisting I wait for you.”

“No need to yell, Sam.”

“Oh really. How about this?” He hangs up.

What’s with Sam? It’s just a gig. The movie’s crap anyway. Most movies are crap. I’m sorry but they are. Total crap. Which is why I always preferred books.

I’m so glad I’ve made the switch into novel writing.

It’s official. It’s in the trades. A huge puff piece in Variety, and an announcement in The Hollywood Reporter from Pangloss about how excited they are to buy The Writer’s Cut, the hot new novel from Stanley Hay. There’s even a quote from Morty Mortenson at William Morris. “This has everything. It’s going to be very big. It’s a monster.”

It’s almost a shame to start.

“They’re going with 30,000.”

“Dollars?”

“Copies.”

Shit. That’s huge.

“That’s huge,” I say.

“And I got you a quarter of a mill on delivery.”

Fuck me.

Richard Hume calls.

“How’s it going?”

“Brilliant,” I lie.

“I’m happy we’re in business. We’re very excited. Can’t wait to read it.”

Me either.

“If we’re publishing in June,” says Richard Hume “we’ll need finished copies for the stores by May. Allow for proof reading, that means the latest we must have the finished text is by early March.”

“What?”

“In a month.”

“A month?”

I’m gulping in shock, which somehow he takes for assent.

“Is that okay then … enough time for you … won’t leave long for proofs and … sure you are … confident you can deliver …?”

I’m passing out in panic. I hear every other phrase.

“No problem,” I hear myself saying.

Why must I lie? Why now?

“That’s great,” he says. “We’re all very excited.”

I can hardly stand from the excitement. In fact I take the last of the call lying on the floor.

“Oh,” he adds, “how do you feel about pre-publicity?”

“What?”

“Marketing would like you to start right away. I take it you really want to get behind this book?”

“Oh yes, Richard, I’m really going to get behind this book.”

I couldn’t get much further fucking behind if I tried.

“That’s great” he says. “I’ll have Stephanie call and set up some interviews.”

“Interviews?”

“If you have time?”

Sure. I’m not doing anything. I’m sure as hell not writing.

“Kiss and Sell,” says Richard. “We love it. A Reality Novel. It’s very timely.”

Timely. Hold still my beating heart.

Is this Post Ironic or what?

Marketing are already in love with the slogan. Pangloss have begun printing samples of the cover which they are going to circulate to their sales reps immediately. They have printed up my piece from Stroke magazine, which I let Richard Hume take from the lunch. Marketing want to run a competition to find out who the actress is! They want to do it on a website, sort of unofficial, but starting a ground-swell buzz going. Am I comfortable with that?

Frankly, I’m a little worried. I am a bit unfamiliar with the protocol in the sexual name-dropping stakes. Have I disguised the actress sufficiently? Can I be sued? Might I be subject to physical attack? What about that fucking husband?

“I know we can make this a bestseller,” says Richard.

There he said it. A bestseller. I’m not just a Hollywood writer any more. I’m going to be a celebrity author.

Visions of Leno dance before my eyes.

Did I manage to explain my dilemma?

I had four weeks to deliver a novel to my publisher. Now I have dicked away a whole week and done nothing. And that’s not the dilemma. The dilemma is I just accepted a job in Europe. It’s a quick rewrite on a mini-series being shot in London, and Russia. The work is easy, the money is good. They only need me for a month. A month, dear Reader. What must you think of me? A month is when my book is due. For printing. What am I thinking?

I’m not thinking. I’m grieving.

Tish left me.

My fault entirely. She left me because I told her to fuck off. I never meant for her to fuck off completely, it was just a thing you say instead of “don’t be ridiculous”, but when I came back from the Office from a sad and angry meeting with Sam, filled with totally unnecessary recriminations on his part, she had removed all her clothes. And not in a good way. She had removed all her clothes in a suitcase.

OK she had left some of her underwear, but I think she did that just to remind me exactly what I was going to miss. It was her little way of saying “face up to it, sucker, no more of this for you.” And I really was going to miss her, though not just because of the sex, which by the way was great, but because we shared a lot of reading together. Anyway, as I said, six months is a kind of crucial date in a Hollywood relationship and I think I was becoming anxious about the commitment thing and of course I ploughed that terribly by asking Tish to fuck off.

The worst thing was, she did.

She was already mad at me for not coming home Friday night. And since I couldn’t speak till Monday I hadn’t had a chance to explain that it was a celebration of my book deal and no, of course I hadn’t been in a Jacuzzi with strange women, and that the various bruises on my body were due to innocently falling over when shit-faced with alcohol and not from falling off actresses.

Tish was a very passionate woman. I guess she still is, but sadly no longer in my direction. She was always very generous and giving sexually and on the night in question we’d had traditional Jewish Sunday dinner, take out Chinese, and then gone to bed at my place to fool around. As I’ve said, I live in a tiny house wedged on a hill at the back of Sunset, and this particular night we roll around on the bed for a while and then she says she is just going to eat me because she has a script to finish. (She’s got coverage or a synopsis of something to write.) Anyway she’s going down on me and it’s very pleasant, when suddenly I think of a really great gag. Now, I hate losing good jokes and I really don’t want to forget this one as it’s particularly funny, and I think if I can just reach back across my bed for a notepad I can jot it down without interrupting. Tish interprets this movement as wild delirium on my part, so I try and encourage her in this, moaning and saying “Oh yes, Tish. Oh God, nobody does it like you.” Luckily she has her eyes closed and I’m scrabbling around with my fingers looking for a fucking pencil on the night table. I finally find it and I begin writing upside down while Tish continues very pleasantly working on me. I’m scrabbling down the joke as fast as I can when suddenly she stops.

“What are you doing?” she says, withdrawing her mouth.

“Oh I’m er … just …”

“Are you writing?”

“Well, there was something I didn’t want to forget …” I say, lamely.

She’s off the bed.

“Wait. Tish.”

I hear the screen door slam.

I’m lying with a collapsing boner and an unfinished BJ, but I do have a very good gag, which I email to Leno. I can’t remember whether he used it or not.

Later, Tish returns and she’s still mad and we have this ridiculous quarrel, and when I say “fuck off” I don’t mean “fuck off out of my life” I mean simply “don’t be ridiculous.” She has accused me of being disrespectful and I’m trying to say I was attempting not to be disrespectful by stopping the blowjob, while at the same time honoring my commitment to my own writing in not wanting to lose something that came into my head at the time. This only made it worse since I had to admit that it was a joke that came into my head and she’s really pissed at that. Apparently there are some things a girl can’t take, and this is clearly one of them because Tish fucks off completely, returning to take her clothes the next day and leave some of her underwear so I’ll feel bad.

Bummer.

I did feel really bad.

It made me unaccountably depressed.

I think I had some kind of crisis because I took to my bed for five days playing Randy Newman CDs and feeling very sorry for myself. Normally I’ll snap out of a bad mood. I bounce back fairly quickly. If things are bleak I’ll pick up a book and lose myself in somebody else’s problems. So about five days after Tish left I thought I’ll go grab a book at Book Soup. I’m feeling a little weak and I have about six days’ stubble and I haven’t been doing too much bathing because I’m depressed so I must look a sight. Anyway, I park round the back, go through the door, and suddenly all these books are staring at me in the face. Thousands of them. And it’s like they are all speaking to me, saying “Come on in then, Mister Hot Shot Writer. Read any good books lately? Think yours will be here soon?” And I freeze. I totally freeze. Normally I get right in there and start hauling books off the shelves, but today I can not move. I’m rooted to the floor. I’m beginning to sweat. I can hear myself reading the sections out loud: New Fiction, New Hardcover, Recent Paperback, Bestsellers, Literature, History, Biography, Lesbian Fiction and so on. People are starting to look at me. I want to run away but I can’t move my feet. I’m beginning to shake, my palms are sweaty, my heart is pounding and I’m having a full on panic attack. Just then, this sixteen year old high school kid, several pounds overweight, with nasty glasses and total disdain for anyone older than twenty, comes up to me and says, real chirpy, “Can I help you make a decision today?”

“Fuck you,” I say, and leave.

That’s how it starts.

I think I have Thinkers Block.

I can’t seem to think of anything. I keep counting the number of pages I haven’t written.

I’ve got anxiety symptoms: sweaty palms, piercing headache, spots before the eyes, feelings of panic. Every time I get near my computer I start to shake. I can’t even open my outline.

So yeah, Thinker’s Block.

The trouble is you can’t go around saying you have Thinker’s Block. People just laugh. Sam laughed for five minutes.

“Thinker’s Block?” he said. “That’s hysterical. I love it. Who ever heard of Thinker’s Block? Do you think you’re becoming Jewish?”

“It’s no joke, Sam,” I said. “I feel terribly anxious.”

“That’s how I feel all the time.”

“Sam,” I said, “this is a real problem.”

“So’s Judaism,” he said.

He’s a funny guy, but Thinker’s Block isn’t funny. I can’t think of anything. I’m totally blocked. I miss Tish.

So I accepted a job in London.

Crazy. Mad. Stupid. Dumb. Go ahead, pile on the epithets, bring on the barbs. What could have possessed me? Well, panic. Richard Hume has just got off the phone. I’m sitting on the floor fantasizing about Leno when it hits me. He actually said one month. I haven’t written anything. That is totally, utterly and completely impossible. I am so disturbed by the thought that I have so little time to turn in my book that I immediately take another job. In London. Why? Because I can. I want to escape. I get an offer. I take it. That’s how I deal with my problems. I run. Or in this case I take a limo to LAX and get on a First Class sleeper to London.

I told Morty I was free to do this.

It’s a very highly paid job - a quick punch-up on a mini-series shooting in St. Petersburg. Rumors are that it’s in deep trouble – well it must be if they want me. The Producers want some humor injected into a very long adaptation of an extremely long Henry James novel. Everyone and his brother has had a go at some stage because the script is a kaleidoscope of different color pages, a sure sign that many a hack has had a hand in it. Pure shit is not so easily achieved, and I might have spared a sympathetic thought for Henry James if I had ever been able to finish one of his novels, but for me he was always Edith Wharton in drag.

Putting humor into Henry James is like inserting salami into a vegan sandwich, but when you’re keen to get away you’ll take anything. In my case a Virgin Atlantic Upper Class round trip ticket and a few nights staring at the fancy wallpaper in Earl’s Hotel. Fortunately there was no need to read Henry James. Even the Producers didn’t ask that – they just wanted something by yesterday and they were apparently desperate and grateful for my tired and pallid one-liners.

*

The plane is empty. If I ever read the newspapers I might have been aware of heightened security concerns, but I only read the trades. On the plane I see that we may be about to bomb Baghdad. Now I know why I got the gig. No one else wanted to fly.

Do I work all night? Or do I drink a fine bottle of Chablis and take a sleeping pill?

Right.

When I wake up we’re sliding over Scotland. Broad masses of ancient hills deeply scarred by streams look like sea lions lying in the sun. The countryside is crumpled and strained, the muscles of old mountains broken by long shaded valleys marking the course of vanished glaciers. Fluffy white clouds float by, mirrored by dark parodies of their shapes on the waters beneath. Soon the swirl of hills gives way to purple uplands and whale-shaped reservoirs, and then fall away to the green and brown patchwork eiderdown of England. Black lakes and railway lines and the occasional odd geometric pattern of an unidentified airport. Studded crescents of houses, and the white lines of playing football fields herald our arrival over the outskirts of the metropolis. The steeply angled morning sunlight highlights the city streets beneath, like a satellite photo. A stowing of tray tables, a fastening of seat belts and a handing over of headphones, and we are rewarded with a breathtaking view of London spread out below us; its roadways all higgledy-piggledy, its soggy green meadows with the Thames coiling and snaking and shining in the morning sun. We bank over Richmond and the plane seems to accelerate towards Heathrow. I feel inspired. This is the land of Shakespeare, Chaucer and Keats. I could write any novel here.

Unfortunately I have to re-write an NBC mini-series.

A shiny black leathery British vehicle picks me up and takes me through Knightsbridge and along Piccadilly. The sunny day has already turned into light grey rain.

“Welcome to Earl’s, sir,” says a South African voice.

Earl’s turns out to be a quiet little backwater hotel off St James’s, an elegant street filled with fine British establishments, where shops call themselves purveyors and sell only one item at a time: Hatters, Gun Makers by Royal Appointment, Shoe Makers since the 17th Century, Fine Wines and Sherries Shipped in Oak, all that kind of quietly snobbish but cool tradition that makes the Brits the envy of the world.

A quick stroll downhill leads to the park past St James’s Palace where a picture postcard sentry in a scarlet uniform and a tall bearskin hat holds a very real Belgian FN. Security is tight. A couple of armed policemen at the corner of the palace eye me cautiously as I cross on the light. Black taxis tick in a line. Everyone is very quiet. Is it just the normal English reserve? I walk around the tarmac paths in the park, wet black between bursts of sunlight. An enormous white crane with a three foot wingspan waddles toward me. Its narrow black eyes stare at me and as I approach it stands up and flaps its wings warningly. I carefully avoid it. The sky is black over Horse Guards Parade but the declining sun is sending golden shafts over Buckingham Palace along the tree-lined paths. I get an eerie feeling of calm. I circumnavigate the park, breathing deeply, then head up the steps to Waterloo Place and along Lower Regent Street to Piccadilly.

I venture into Hatchards. Holy shit. The English must read more than anybody. I suppose it’s so god damn soggy all the time they have to do something with all those hours indoors. It’s not as though they talk to each other. “Shush” should be the motto of the country. That and “Sorry.” That’s what they say all day when they shove into you. “Fuck off” would be more honest. Everyone in this country seems to be writing a book. It must be fucking compulsory to write them because the entire store is packed from floor to ceiling with books. Five floors of totally alien books. I recognize none of the titles. They have whole categories of books I have never even heard of: Historical Gardening. Landscape shopping. Geographical novels. Australiana. Royal Dog Books. That kind of thing. There are scores of announcements of celebrity signings and readings by authors everywhere.

I take one look and flee.

The rest of the three days I spend holed up in a hotel room with Jeremy Goldsmith, a bearded mini-mogul, dark-eyed with curly black hair, who eyes me with the suspicious look of someone deliberately withholding his Emmy. He feeds me the gist of the scene and I give him improvised gag lines. It’s like a bad TV show.

A pale-faced English woman with straw hair and freckles glares at me over her tinted granny glasses and writes down everything I say. I could feel contempt oozing out of her Marks and Spencer frocks, her little print bras that could not quite conceal her little pink breasts. At the end of the second day when I leaned in to ask her out for a drink she said with total sweetness “Mr. Hay, do they really pay you for this crap?”

Crushed. That’s what I was. They’re good at crushing, those English dames. I suppose they have to be, since their males spend half their lives in pubs getting completely plastered, pausing only to cram excruciatingly hot curry into their swelling bellies before lurching home in search of instant sexual satiety before the soccer starts. Their women must need something to defend themselves. It’s Jane Austen’s irony that does it. Irony, iron ladies and iron knickers. I think I’ll write an article about it. Once I finish the novel.

Part of the kicker on the NBC deal is that I get to go to Russia. Only for three nights but hey, I’ve never been there before. It’s my reward for spending days holed up in a hotel room with Jeremy Goldsmith and it’s well worth every excruciating hour I spent desperately straining to shovel comedy into the dry Jamesian world of this epic bomb. Henry set his novel in Paris but for reasons known only to the studio we are shooting in St. Petersburg. That’s fine by me. I’ve never been there before.

As I’m checking out of Earl’s there is a call for me. It’s Morty. Something about Pangloss and urgent. I tell the concierge to tell him I’ll call from Russia.

St. Petersburg amazes me. I had no idea the place was so beautiful. I had vaguely anticipated a heavy Russian metropolis with onion domes and Stalinist buildings so I was ill-prepared for an 18th Century water city with ice-cream colored palaces in improbable pinks and greens, floating between thousands of canals. A city of light and air and wide stretches of choppy river spread out under a clear blue Baltic sky. Our location is in one of the many Tutti Frutti Palazzi with their schizophrenic interiors ranging between the ornate gilt baroque period of Tsarina Elizabeth – “Rococo ’n Roll” says Jeremy, admiringly – and the more classically restrained ivory moldings of Catherine the Great.

“Ya gotta admit the bitch had kitsch,” he breathes in my ear through his thick black beard.

It’s a heritage movie. That is to say it’s heavy on sets and costumes and desperately light on drama. The hairdos do most of the acting. It’s a four-parter, to be spread across a sweeps week. Major names look bored as they hang around in the grounds of a pale pistachio summer palace. The lesser actors, in their fine costumes in their chairs, glance up guardedly from their English newspapers, then turn away, disinterested.

“The Rewriter’s here,” I overhear at lunch, in a tent.

“Another one?”

“Perhaps they get them by the Yard.”

Brits can be quite cutting.

“Which one is he?” asks a red haired young thing in an Anna Karenina dress. “The thin one with the glasses?”

“No, silly, that’s Boris’s boyfriend. He’s the one in the Bruce Willis sandals.”

And I thought it was cool now to wear socks with sandals.

The sexual mores of Catherine the Great are the subject of today’s lunch time gossip. Everyone is intrigued by the stimulating detail, indelicately dropped by the tight-skirted interpreter, that the Tsarina Catherine had three ladies in waiting test her lovers first.

“Like wine waiters.”

“Food tasters.”

“Dick tasters,” says a gay wag. And there are shrieks.

“Only the finest men of her regiment were chosen,” persists our Cultural Guide. “All of her lovers were tested for stamina, finesse and intelligence.”

“And what was the nature of the reports?”

“Oral?” someone shrieks and there is high fiving.

The questions keep coming.

“Did the men know they were auditioning?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of women had the job of testing?”

“Aristocratic ladies in waiting.”

“What kind of a job is that?” a young actress inquires.

“A blow job ducky,” shrieks the wag to more ribald laughter.

I wonder what kind of a reward it is to fuck your way through three ladies in waiting only to face a forty-five year old German nymphomaniac.

The consensus is that it’s exactly like Hollywood.

Speculation lasts until the end of lunch when I am led away. I’m being sent back.

Morty has called and spoken with Jeremy. I’m urgently needed back in LA.

“Lucky beggar!” shout the extras when they hear of my departure.

“Blimey, he didn’t last long.”

“Sorry,” says Jeremy. “But, well, you’re done aren’t you?”

It’s true. I’m well done.
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I get home without incident. The plane is half empty. Bush has been in the news threatening Baghdad.

Bad Dad, bad gag. (Must be something in there for Leno.)

He has delivered a final warning about Saddam Hussein. Colin Powell has presented some evidence of something or other at the UN. He holds up what looks like a vial of cocaine. It all looks very serious.

I’m just happy they haven’t cancelled the Oscars.

Ok it’s true the Academy Award Show is totally tedious TV. A fashion parade followed by a funeral, with an endless succession of bearded men thanking their mothers, but I like the parties. I can usually get into one. This year, as a novelist, I might even get into the Vanity Fair Party. And the Awards should be funny as Steve Martin is hosting.

Still jetlagged, fumbling through a pile of mail I come across a package from Pangloss Publishing.

Is it a personalized invitation from Graydon Carter to get out my little black tux and party on with the rich and famous?

No. It’s a clipping from USA Today.

With my photo on the front page trailering my interview on page four.

Holy shit.

My initial feelings of pride are suddenly submerged in shameful memories of that lunch. That girl. That interview. That sex.

It all came back to me. The reasons I had fled the US of A.

Oh fuck. Oh hell. Oh crap.

I’m in shock. I’m jetlagged and I’ve just waded through the junk mail in my doorway. I’m staring at a copy of USA Today, and reading my own words.

“A novel is a series of words posing as reality.”

A picture of me on a bad hair day, looking palpably guilty stares back.

“I do have an addiction to fiction. But some things you don’t need to make up.”

The interview is so ambivalently written that even I can’t tell if I’m a nice person. It describes itself as a candid talk with the man behind the most legally interesting book of the year. All this under the headline:


Screw You’s Who’s Who.

Stars outed in screen writer’s tell-all confessions.

If you think The Wind Done Gone was contentious, wait till Hollywood hears what’s heading for them in The Writer’s Cut. Watch out for fireworks when this one hits the stands. It’s liable to be sued before you can read it.

“Yes I’m expecting trouble,” says Hollywood screenwriter Stanley Hay. “Some people won’t like it. The Writer’s Cut is an honest statement about excess and after all nothing exceeds like excess.”

He is given to paradoxical epithets and snappy one-liners. Not always original, by the way, but that doesn’t seem to bother him.

“Theft,” as he says, “is the art form of Hollywood.”

“My book is Psycho-Therapy, half Hitchcock and half Freud,” he tells me over lunch at The Grill, ordering another bottle of their finest Montrachet.

“It’s healing, he claims, perhaps to counter accusations of sexploitation.

“It’s more than a book, it’s a self-help guide to living in the fast lane,” says the movie writer turned author. “It’s very modern in concept. Part confession, part rant, part recipe book for the soul.”

You can bet it will be the confessional part that will set the fur flying when various Hollywood Mses read all about themselves in Stanley’s sizzling new blockbuster. There’ll be lines around the block, buster, for this one. Some cats have been well and truly let out of the bag. Is it Gwyneth, Sarah, Selma, Nicole, Geena or Mary Kate and Ashley? Stanley won’t say, but his publicist has given this gal some pretty big hints and let me tell you someone is going to be blushing pretty pink.



Someone must have shown her my article from Stroke magazine. The brief celebrity BJ in the Chateau Marmont.


“I got the idea from Rousseau,” says LA born Stanley, 26. “Confession is good for the soul.” Maybe, but it’s probably better for the wallet. Watch out for the you-know-what hitting the cinema fan when this one hits the stands. My advice is to grab it soon before it opens in a Courtroom near you.



Rousseau? What bullshit. I never read him in my life. Oh brother. I can feel myself going hot and cold. I begin to recall how much I had to drink when I gave this interview and the dreadful events afterwards are beginning to swim back into my head. I have been in denial for three weeks. Oh no. I didn’t.

Richard Hume calls.

Pangloss are in a panic.

“We’re a week past the deadline.”

They are panicking that they won’t have enough time. But they have the printer on hold. And they really love the piece in USA Today. He puts on Stephanie Sharp, head of their PR department.

“We love that piece,” she says. “Dharma Coleman seemed to really like you. Where the hell have you been?”

“Writing. Hiding away.”

“Well we’re thrilled with her piece. You seem to have made quite an impression on her. What did you do to her Stanley?”

What didn’t I do? I can remember hours on my orange shag carpet, rug burn on my knees and I was pulling pubic hair out of my teeth for days … oh God. Oh no.

“She thinks you’re wonderful, Stanley. She called to say she’s selling a longer version of the interview to Book Magazine and they’ll probably give you the cover. And she’s trying to interest Graydon Carter in a spread on your book. It’s got everything he loves, sex, power, fame and vulgarity – perfect for Vanity Fair. We’re all over the moon about it and we’re going to double the print run on the strength of it. Congratulations.”

Quadruple it, quintuple it, maxi-google it, doesn’t make any difference; there still ain’t no it.

I’m in total shock.

Why did I open my big mouth?

It had been a day beyond any other. On such a day Michelangelo took up his chisel, Mozart sat down at the clavichord, Damian Hirst cut up cows and dumped them in formaldehyde. It was a day when I believed I might write anything. I was filled with unbridled optimism. I was full of liquid eloquence. I believed myself artistically invincible. I could feel the creative power surging through my every pore. Or was it the cocaine?

I can remember lying naked underneath a young woman with a tape recorder in my face, seriously discussing my book.

“Is your book a spoof?”

This was her opening line at lunch.

She was a very pale young lady with sparkling orange lips and flecks of red highlights in her hair. Her ears were triple pierced, giving her an exotic Arabian appeal. She had a single stud in her left nostril and I wondered vaguely if that meant something, in the current sub culture. Our meeting had been set by Stephanie Sharp.

We were lunching at The Grill in Beverly Hills. In a back booth, no less. Dharma, for that she claims is her name, must have laid some serious green on Michael the Maitre D, for this is above the title seating only. Unless you run a studio. I can see Mike Medavoy working on his Crab Louie. He glances at me as I pass, trying to place me. Michael leads us to the booth with a flourish.

“Enjoy,” he says, winking at Dharma.

I decide she has something on him, as during lunch he keeps glancing over and smiling nervously at her. She carefully ignores him. Her attention is solely on me. Her victim. Her prey. It’s flattering and a little scary. I wonder about the sexual possibilities in the situation. This is not a date, and yet she is an attractive young woman, and we are lunching together and, as we know, I haven’t had anything for a while now. Not since Tish left her underwear so provocatively on my bed and fucked off.

A tiny silver Sony tape recorder is picking up the rattle of cutlery, its red eye flashing at us, as we order from the large menus. She glances at the publisher’s handout. She hasn’t read the book yet, she confesses.

How could she? I haven’t written it yet.

I would like to tell her the truth but it’s going to be fun lying anyway. I order a cocktail and then some wine and determine to enjoy this new game. Screenwriter’s don’t get interviewed. But I’m a celebrity author.

James Woods is shown into a booth across the way. He nods at me. I’m happy to see Dharma notices this.

“Hi Jimmy,” I say. He hasn’t a clue what my name is, but it doesn’t matter. What matters is I Jimmied him.

“Let’s get to the famous names,” she segues.

“If we must,” I answer coyly.

She is looking at me frankly, open eyed. I think she has already decided what is going to happen.

“I hear there are a lot of famous names dropped in this book in some pretty compromising sexual positions?”

“Compromising, but not pretty,” I joke.

She ignores this. My habit for humour she finds tedious, she tells me later. Much later, after she has squeezed everything else out of me. Right now she is laying bait. She is after some big fish.

“You confess to having sex with some major stars.”

“I would say I boast about it.”

“Is it true?”

“Largely.”

“You have had sex with these stars?”

“The character in my book has,” I say carefully.

This is the line Legal Affairs at Pangloss have directed me to take. Good name for a sexy book that, by the way Legal Affairs. Kinda Grishamy. I made a note of it. I love writing titles. I have hordes of them. Slender is the Knight. A Tsar is Born. Unexpectedly Available. I’ve got hundreds.

“So who are these famous people?”

Pangloss are very aware of potential legal complications, but I feel completely safe in the knowledge that I haven’t written anything yet, and, when I do, I intend to lie anyway. So what’s to worry?

“Well, that would be telling.”

“But you invite us to speculate.” She holds up the hand-out.

“Pangloss Press invites you to speculate. I’m merely the author.”

“Can you give me a hint?” she says.

“You know, if you read the book it’s pretty evident.”

“I can’t wait to read the book.” She sounds genuinely enthused. Of course by now she has utterly decided my fate. I am prey. She is going to fuck me ragged. But I don’t know this yet. Indeed, as so often with women, I actually think it is my idea. She looks intently at me, like she’s going to guess my Star sign.

“I’m an Aries,” I say.

I think I catch her there.

“I knew it,” she says.

I can’t believe I’m doing this at my very first interview but I reach under the table and squeeze her knee. She smiles, and moves her knees open.

Is this possibly happening to me?

“I’m very compatible with Aries,” she says.

Turns out she’s compatible with the entire fucking horoscope, but I won’t learn that for a while.

Cut to: My house. Later.

I’m lying on my back on my orange shag floor carpet and I’m inside her. She is squatting on me, holding the tape recorder to my face, occasionally moving her hips. She squeezes me deliciously from time to time with her vaginal muscles. Keeping me interested. She has great muscle control. I am still high as a kite from the tiny joint she produced from her red plastic bag and which, now I come to think of it, I smoked largely alone.

“Tell me those names then.”

She pulls out a tiny bottle and places a pinch of glittering white powder under my nose. I defy anyone in my position, in all the honey traps of the world, with all the CIA truth serums, to do better.

What could I do?

What could I say?

Dear Reader, I lied.

I kissed and told. Beyond my wildest dreams. Beyond your wildest dreams. And well beyond the borders of veracity. Spread-eagled below her with a Sony recorder in my mouth and cocaine up my nose I lay underneath her and lied through my teeth.

Oh it was glorious. I fucked and told, while she the recording angel poised above me, encircling me, giving me the warmth and comfort of her glorious lower body, occasionally encouraging me with her hands and mouth on my secret places, she sat on me, taping everything for posterity on her little silver Sony. In full clear digital audio. In broadcast quality. In stereo. Interminably.

You could almost hear her pubic hairs caressing mine. Oh dear God, dear Reader, it was shameful, it was horrendous, it was fucking magnificent. A fuckfest afternoon filled with fun, with feeling and on into the evening with Ecstasy, and even, yes, with Irony, for with a shudder of total recall I remember lying naked inside her, seriously answering questions on comedy. Oh no. Oh no no no.

I spilled the beans, I spilled the brandy, I spilled my seed. She kept me happy, horny and constantly improvising on the sexual habits of some very famous names. It was incredible. It was inspirational. I was well and truly fucked.

When I woke next day to the incessant ringing of the phone, with my face on the rug and a growing hangover of monstrous proportions and Morty offering me an immediate flight to London, that is when I panicked. And fled. To London. I was going to hell anyway. I might as well go First Class.

“Dharma is raving about you,” says Stephanie. “She feeds things to Marilyn Beck’s column, and now she’s on to Jann Wenner about a piece for Rolling Stone. Oh, by the way, did you do a radio interview with her?”

“Sort of.”

Sort of? I gave a serious in depth interview on comedy while porking the interviewer.

“Well they want to run it on NPR.”

I’m too shocked to say anything.

“They have the tape recording.”

At least it’s not television!

OMG.

“We have doubled the print order again, and I think I can get you lunch with Liz Smith.”

Dear God, will I have to sleep with everyone?
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How much should a man reveal of his sexual history? Are there boundaries for men, but not for women? Is there anything that ought not to be revealed about the intimate acts between consenting adults in the world of today’s publishing? Is there any limit to what we consider off-limits, or Have we gone too far?

These are not my thoughts, dear long-suffering Reader.

These are the thoughts of the LA Times.

On their Op Ed page, no less.

In a long and vituperative editorial headed


Shame Dropping

When freedom of speech flies in the face of good taste.



in which I am well and truly roasted.

By name. And by picture.

“The Writer’s Cut is probably the most shameless book ever to emerge from American publishing.”

Pangloss are delighted.

Thrilled.

“Such a public outing has undoubtedly assured the success of the book,” says Richard Hume. “We are increasing the print run. We’re sending out a new Press Release and we’re leading with the LA Times quote.”

Shameless.

“But they are incredibly rude about me.”

“Who cares what they say, Stanley, they mention the book eight times. We have been inundated by requests for interviews.”

“But they haven’t read the book.”

“Of course they haven’t read the book. No one in the media reads books. They haven’t time. You will be interviewed by a hundred people, and not a single one of whom will have read anything except the short blurb we send them and some of them not even that. These are professional interviewers. That’s what they do all day. The only point for them is if they can make a story from it. And for them, this one has everything. They’re lapping it up. Sex and fame, Stanley, the twin carburettors of American publicity. We have quadrupled our print run. We’re currently at 120,000 and we have ordered new paper from Sweden. It’s being shipped today.”

Wow Swedish paper. Perhaps the ship will sink.

I’m proud and insulted in equal parts.

The fact that I’m pissed at the LA Times for condemning me without reading my book is somewhat mitigated by my appreciation of the irony that there is no book for them to read.

And at least the book I haven’t yet written for them not to have read is going to be a Bestseller. It says so in the papers.

I think it is high time to get down to writing my novel, now that everyone wants to read it, and I actually get to my desk before I am interrupted by a barrage of phone calls. My friends all want to know if I have mentioned them. Some remind me of stories I may have forgotten and ask me if I’ve included them. Especially the girls. I get the distinct impression some are actually hoping to be included.

Am I missing something here? People want to be outed?

An old flame, Willow, reminds me of a time in Cannes where I took her to a hotel on the coast and fucked her out of the window.

“Do you remember?” she says. “The beach was crowded with tourists and I leaned forward with my hands on the sill, looking at the view, stretching my legs and backing into you, moving my ass, grinding you.”

I swear this never happened but Willow is giving me a boner with her phoner.

“Do you remember what happened next?” she whispers wickedly.

“No.” How could I? I’m fairly certain this didn’t happen.

“Chloe came in, and seduced us both, with a strong joint and a bottle of wine. I remember your face Stanley, just looking up in disbelief to see her kissing me with one hand on your cock. Then we tumbled around on the bed for hours in a delicious tangle of lips and limbs. And afterwards you watched us take a bath together, staring deeply into each other’s eyes, with just a slight movement beneath the water where we touched.”

Willow swears this is true but it never happened. She must have me confused with some other writer, but it gives me a pleasant buzz to hear her talking dirty on the phone. Like all writers I am easily and gratefully distracted and the fact of my sudden celebrity is a pleasant novelty for me to savor. What with one thing and another all I have managed to write by the end of the morning is: Geena Davis? Daryl Hannah?? Meg Ryan???

I’m going to have to work a lot harder.

Or stop having phone sex with ex-girlfriends.

My after lunch nap is interrupted by a phone call from the PR lady of a very famous female rock singer. She is blonde with great tits and that’s all I dare say here. I swear to God this is true: her PR woman offers me cash and oral sex if I will include her client in the book.

Can you beat that? I am being bribed to lie about having sex with a celebrity.

Morty is thrilled. His phone is ringing off the hook. The film rights are being hotly disputed by half the industry. Jeffrey Katzenburg has been on personally. Only Disney has abstained.

“You can’t put Michael Eisner in there somehow can you?” says Morty.

“Morty I am not going to pretend to have had sex with Michael Eisner.”

“Pretend? I thought this shit was true?”

He’s sharp, that Morty.

“Of course it’s true. But not the Michael Eisner thing.”

“How about Sex at Disneyland?”

“That’s a great angle, Morty.”

“Can you have been boffing Christina Aguilera in the car park?”

“Why don’t you write it Morty?”

“Hey, kiddo, just trying to help. Don’t get shitty.”

Shitty? I was being serious.

*

The USA Today article was fine. Dharma’s radio interview, with my carefully phrased answers (carefully phrased because I was inside my interviewer at the time) was good, but the denunciation in the LA Times is the capper. It has secured me my fifteen minutes of fame.

I am due on Leno in half an hour.

I am sitting in my dressing room with Luke from Lucaro doing my hair and telling me all about Brooke Shields and the cast from Will and Grace, when Jay himself pops his beaming face round the door and wishes me well.

“Heard it’s a great book. Can’t wait to read it. I’m not in it, am I? Just kidding. Have a great show. You’re on after Tom Hanks.”

Oh. My. God.

“My next guest,” says Jay, “is a great writer here in LA, who has just ripped the roof right off Hollywood. This book is so hot Wolfgang Puck is using it to cook on.”

Laughter

“This book is so hot - the jacket’s by Armani.”

Hoots. He smiles his sideways smile.

“Let me tell you,” says Jay “this book is so hot, even the writer’s getting laid!”

Bu-bum goes the drummer, in that way they have.

“Thank you. And here he is, my good friend Stanley Hart!”

Tremendous applause and I’m on. Tom Hanks leans across and shakes my hand. I’ve never met him but he says “Hello, Stanley” like we’re old buddies.

“You’re looking good,” says Leno.

Indeed I am good tonight. Tom laughs at everything I say. The audience laugh. Jay is laughing, and there’s a nice big close up of the book jacket, specially printed by Pangloss. At the commercial break Tom says he and Steven have discussed how to option my novel. He is referring to Spielberg.

“I think it could go to a series” he says. “Steven wants it for a movie but I like the HBO thing. Stanley Tucci could be you.”

Stanley Tucci? Sure he’s funny, but is he good looking enough to be me?

“What about Cruise?” I ask, careful to use only his second name.

“I don’t think he does television,” says Tom.

*

Richard Hume just called and told me my book is now officially a Best Seller. Amazon have taken advance orders of 120,000 for The Writer’s Cut.

I didn’t even know it was listed on the internet. How can they be selling it?

I haven’t written it yet.

“After Leno, advance orders have gone through the roof. The initial print order,” he says, “is now at 250,000.”

Can you beat that? Not even published and it’s a flat out genuine run-away hit.

I am seriously considering flight.

Richard Hume is so overjoyed he doesn’t hassle me for delivery, which he has been doing on a daily basis for two weeks now. I have completely run out of excuses. I’m amazed he believes anything I say.

Today he is hyper.

“Our reps came back after your Leno show and told us the retailers are lapping it up, what with the LA Times scandal and all the publicity. They said we aren’t printing nearly enough.”

Wow. That is serious. Normally publishers’ reps come back and moan and mutter that they can’t get Barnes and Noble to take more than a dozen of any particular title, but here they were ordering my book by the box load and asking for displays and guaranteeing windows as if it were a Grisham or Le Carré. This is music to a publisher’s ear. Loud music at that. Richard Hume says Pangloss are worried that with the Beach market approaching, if this book “goes through the roof,” as they all expect, they won’t be able to reprint in time. Publishers hate running out of books more than anything. Worse to them than unsold books are unprinted books that they might have sold. So to make sure they have enough copies, they are toying with the idea of doubling the current order. That would be half a million books. Even though they don’t yet have the text. What do I think?

What do I think? I can’t think. I’m completely paralyzed. I think nothing. None of it matters. What matters is that I don’t have a book to give them. They are selling something that doesn’t exist. I have a Ponzi novel on my hands. Even I can see there’s going to have to be a crunch. Someone is going to have to tell them. But dear Lord, not me. Not now. I’m too busy. I’m too busy because my book is so successful. I’m too busy being famous. I’m too busy giving interviews and being photographed for fancy magazines.

“Hold up the jacket and smile.”

Apparently you can judge a book by the cover. You can certainly sell it, because everyone wants mine. I’m rushed from studio to studio with a hastily knocked-up mock-up of the cover of my unwritten epic.

It’s a pair of scissors.

Perfect metaphor, don’t you think? If my balls were included. But everyone loves the image, a pair of orange scissors on a plain white background with in very elegant type The Writer’s Cut. Then underneath it says A Stanley Hay Novel.

I have a possessory credit on a novel! That was my lawyers doing, apparently. It’s a first for a first time writer.

They all love it. The lawyers are pumped, the publishers are pumped and my agent is on Cloud Nine. I’m everywhere. Even Mickey Mikado wants to option it.

I’m holding the jacket up on Larry King and Larry, in his red suspenders, is joshing me.

“Doesn’t it scare you that some of these gals will come after you?” He smiles at his own question. We can both understand how terrifying that would be.

“You mean legally or sexually?”

Larry thinks that’s hilarious.

“Either way you’re in trouble. I mean Gwyneth and Geena and Julia … these are pretty heavy names.”

“But they’re not in my book.”

“By name you mean?”

“Precisely.”

“But we can read between the lines.”

“If you must,” I say. “As long as you read the lines. I don’t write what’s between ’em.”

“Just what’s between the sheets.”

“What?”

“It’s all over the internet.”

Ah yes, dear Reader, the internet. There’s the rub. The simple website about me started by some horny eighteen year-old college kid has escalated, has spawned, has multiplied. There are now at least forty websites all purporting to have the scoop on who’s who in my book and who’s screwed who. One even offers a key to the pseudonyms that I use. These people have some balls, I can tell you. Didn’t we all hail the internet as the shining face of the future, the democratization of communication? We did, didn’t we? Well, let me tell you about the Information Superhighway, it’s filled with bums lying all over the road, conspiracy theorists, mischief makers, con men, pornographers, hitch hikers from hell and cunts of all nations. It’s where the paranoid meet the vainglorious. It provides a perfect platform for those who wish to be published but who have nothing to say. If you want to know where the ape is at this moment in its evolution just check out the internet. You may not be so worried then that we stand on the brink of self-destruction. Maybe this would be a good thing for the Universe. If we blew ourselves to bits arguing over the nature of God, that might be a fucking relief for any intelligent life left in the Universe.

Four web sites list in detail who I have slept with. By a strange co-incidence this coincides almost exactly with the top ten box office stars in the world. Women, at least. There is a gay version which makes me blush to even think of. I mean I simply would not go to bed with Captain Kirk. Is there no shame?

According to these websites – called variously StanleyHay.com, Blabbermouth.com, The WritersCock.com, and some which are too filthy even for me to mention – according to these sites I have had exotic sex in abstruse and sometimes downright uncomfortable positions with Julia, Cameron, Drew, Angelina, Selma, Sadie and Gwyneth. According to the internet I have done it with Britney, had it with Whitney, sipped on Brandy, dined on Spice Girls and muff dived Madonna. I have rumpy pumpied with Roseanne, gently genitaled Geena, and even had head from Hilary. I am a walking fantasy, the power tool of America. The subconscious longings of showbiz sexual fantasy all meet in me. For those who dream of fucking the famous, I am the Avatar.

And of course I am now tremendously popular. Fame is an aphrodisiac. Even Henry Kissinger got laid. My phone has been ringing off the hook. Women are calling me. Jane Seymour calls and wonders why we haven’t met. Joan Collins, get this, Joan Collins calls. She gets my number from Morty.

“Are you going to tell?”

“About what?”

“About what happened at Morty’s party.”

“What happened?”

“Shall we just keep it our little secret?”

“Of course, Joanie.”

“It won’t be in the book?”

“No Joanie.”

“Oh.”

She sounds almost disappointed.

“Of course you could just hint that we …”

“Would you like that?”

“I think I would be OK with that.”

“Alright.”

“It would certainly piss off Jackie. She’s been lunching for years with the gals and gets all the hot goss about who’s good in bed and who’re the studs and she says she’s never even heard of you.”

I'm busted. By Joanie. She’s about to expose me.

But no.

“Well done,” says Joan. “Good for you.”

I’m on Politically Incorrect. Bill Maher gets me to sign my book jacket.

“Big fan” he says with a grin.

But don’t I spare a thought about how all this will end? Aren’t I concerned that one day this whole fucking bubble will burst, collapse in on itself and I shall become a black hole? Of course I am. I am obsessed with it. Night and day.

Now Howard Rosenberg has turned on me.

The slime that operates in the fame of others.

He is quite particular in his scorn. I am excoriated by name on the front page of Monday’s LA Times. Well, the Calendar section. No one in Hollywood reads the news. Just the grosses. There is some major concern that Bush will shanghai the Academy Awards by bombing Baghdad. Steve Martin says they will be ready but they are planning to go ahead anyway.

I have always enjoyed Howard’s pieces. He is always funny and fair. The worst of it is I totally agree with him. I too am outraged that some jumped-up Hollywood writer dare expose a few actresses he has been lucky enough to go to bed with. It is low. It is despicable. To parade your private life in print, profiting from the fame of others. He is absolutely bang on correct.

Even more so when the writer is lying through his molars and hasn’t done any of the unmentioned acts, let alone written about them.

It certainly doesn’t make it any easier for me to begin writing.

*

The Tabloids have taken to me in a big way. I’m the new Kato. They are using old eight by ten glossies I had shot when I was an actor. I look pretty good in them. My younger self stares out at me in The Star, my wistful innocent looks contrasting strongly with the lurid tales the tabloids have no trouble inventing for me. Here’s one person who is not going to sue them! According to them I am screwing everybody left right and centerfold. One of the tabloids even commends me on my truthfulness. I am, apparently, a fighter for free speech. A sexual whistleblower.

This hitherto underexposed crusading element in my character gets a big boost when Jerry Falwell goes out of his way to attack me. I have the blessing of a curse from Jerry. I am apparently a special representative of the Evil Forces assaulting American Purity. I feel honored and pleased to be leading this charge. I almost want to confess that there is no book, just to make Jerry look ridiculous. Almost. But not quite. Because I would look ridiculous too. And I can’t afford that.

I have already earned a million dollars.

I am going to end up a very rich man.

My new Business Manager has been outlining some tax precautions I should take.

“No need to let Uncle Sam take it all,” he says.

This is what gives me pause when I feel like coming clean about the whole business. Saying look, there is no book. There never was a book. My sex life is a closed book. A locked door. A shut gate. A dropped portcullis. A barred portal. A bridge too far. A path unchosen.

I don’t want to come clean.

I want the money.

What am I to do?
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What I decide to do is go to the Fox Lot to see Sam. He is still pissed at me and won’t return my calls, so I figure I’ll go visit him in his office. As I’m driving in I’m surprised to see Tish driving out. She doesn’t see me and by the time I’m out of my car yelling “Tish, Tish, it’s me!” she’s driven off. She is looking great. Security treats me like an idiot and yell at me to move my car. Really. Get a life. Don’t they know who I am?

Sam works over at the back of the Lot on an animated sitcom. He’s an Associate Producer, which is what they call writers when a TV show becomes so successful they need to bribe them to stay on. There are about fifteen Associate Producers on this show. They have a great bungalow with an upstairs and everything, pool table, kitchen, sauna, fruit machines, ping pong, exercise room … they really don’t want these people to go home. I know most of the writers and about half the cast. It’s a great show, consistently funnier than any live action show on the air. Executives are banned from the bungalow. They are not allowed to give notes. That’s the deal. Great, eh? They get all this just as long as they keep the Emmies coming.

Sam looks startled when I show up. I have brought him some flowers and a bottle of Cristal. He doesn’t drink, but I tell him he can give it to his mother. She can use it to put roses in or something.

“How did you know my mother was an alcoholic gardener?” he asks.

He’s too nice to hold a grudge for very long.

We lunch in the Commissary and he fidgets nervously through his Sylvester Stallone Ham Sandwich Special. I have the Oysters Rock Hudson and the Don Simpson Salad.

“It’s how Sly would want to be remembered,” says Sam, looking at the chopped ham. “That or a baked Alaska.”

That’s as close as we get to our old familiarity. Something’s bothering him, I can tell. Maybe it’s my new-found fame. Several people come over and shake my hand during lunch. One very pretty redhead gives me her card and invites me to discuss a project with her.

“That’s new and different,” says Sam.

Is he jealous?

After lunch we visit the set of Don’t Make Me Laugh, Fox’s latest comedy. It certainly lives up to its name.

“Is something bothering you, Sam?” I finally ask. My shrink encourages forthright confrontation. I like it too. It puts people at a disadvantage.

“What?” he says, unconvincingly.

“Have you forgiven me for the Mickey Mikado rewrite?”

“Of course,” he says. “I hear it’s already headed for the toilet.”

“So we’re friends again?”

“Who says we were friends?”

I laugh, but I can see he means it. Friends in Hollywood are a useful commodity. The producer Joel Silver was once accused of having no friends. “Friends?” he said. “I have friends I haven’t even used yet.”

*

I have to leave in a hurry as I see Marvin Lutwig coming my way; I cannot stand Marvin Lutwig at any price. Marvin Lutwig is a creepy guy who hangs around comedy people. Sam says he’s like God – he’s not funny and he’s everywhere. He’s always pushing himself forward for projects he’s completely unsuitable for and is famous for attending the opening of absolutely everything. He’d attend the opening of a tin of salmon if was free. Sam once said that Marvin Lutwig gives anti-Semitism a good name, but Sam’s a far more polite guy than me and, sadly, unlike me he can’t pretend that he hasn’t seen Marvin. He waves.

“Oh no,” I say.

“Too late,” says Sam. “He already saw us.”

Marvin has eyes in the back of his head. He rubbernecks the crowd at galas, searching for someone more famous to stand next to. He’s legendary for hosting tributes for recently deceased celebrities. It doesn’t matter whether he knew them in life, he simply invites other celebrities to come along and mourn their passing, and then gets himself photographed with them. He’s an operator all right. He gets sponsors to pay for these events and then sells the whole thing off to the Internet or the less discerning cable networks. It’s rumored he takes a fee for this, and I wouldn’t be in the least surprised because the guy has moxie. I once told him to fuck off and he laughed and said “Very witty, Stanley!” as if I had just made a joke. He’s insult-proof. Now he’s fixed his beady black eyes on us and is loping towards us. He has a stud in one ear. His hair is a greasy mess and he is several pounds overweight. He comes puffing up, sweating and beaming broadly.

“Hello, Stanley,” he says in his creepy, grating voice. “Congratulations on the book. I hear it’s a monster.”

He talks and dresses like a sixties rock promoter. He comes up with these weird phrases. Monster. Vibe. Nifty pickings. Fab. He thinks it’s cool but it’s sad.

“Bet the ladies love you now Stanley, eh?” he says, managing to be both ingratiating and insulting. I want to vomit.

“Excuse me Sam,” I say, “I have to vomit.”
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I’m hot.

That’s what I’m told.

And getting hotter by the day.

Heat in Hollywood is the square of the interest in you multiplied by the power of PR.

I now have a very beautiful pale-faced publicist who works the phone night and day. I think she would kill for me. Janey looks like an angel child but talks like the devil’s spawn.

“You’re hotter than a bitch on heat,” she says. “Lots of pussy for Stanley. Your dick’ll be licked from here to breakfast time.”

I can’t believe such things come out of her sweet mouth.

“Nothing the girls love more than fucking for a cause. You are going to be so screwed. I hear Dharma already had a taste.”

Now how did she know that?

“How about you?”

“Say what?”

“Are you seeing anyone?”

She puts her lovely head back and laughs.

“Honey, I’m off your shelf.”

I’m blank.

Am I not good enough for her, is that what she means?

She sees my confusion, which makes her laugh even more.

“Dear child, I’m not on your shopping list. I’m with the other team.”

I still don’t get it. She finally has pity on me and stops laughing.

“Stanley, what planet are you from? I’m gay, you chump.”

I’m shocked to learn she is a lesbo.

“Oh. You look disappointed. Well, that is sweet.”

I feel ten years old.

“Tell you what, hon, if I get a sudden change of hormones I’ll be sure to moan on your horn. But don’t wait up. Meanwhile we got books to sell, so let’s do some phoners.”

I hate phoners.

I’ve been doing publicity for a week and already I hate them.

Phoners are a bore. Phoners, in case you haven’t guessed, are phone interviews. They come in two sizes, the long and dull phone conversation with the print journalist from Milwaukee, who asks you about everything in your entire life for an hour and a half and then reduces this to a single line of newsprint, and the live phone interview with the jocks on the radio. I just did 28 of these. I have another 30 to go. Live phoners work like this: you get up before dawn and slog over to a grungy studio in Hollywood where your PR lady patches you in one at a time to endless radio stations up and down the country. I have been on drive time in New Jersey, breakfast time in Phoenix, coffee time in Atlanta and three hours later I’m still hitting the morning traffic in downtown San Francisco. Ten minutes for each station and it’s all the same.

“This is WXBC Chicago and when we come back we’ll be speaking with controversial writer Stanley Hay, who claims to have slept with everyone in LA, here on Bob and Ray in the morning, don’t miss it – meanwhile, here’s Aerosmith.”

There are always two of them. You can practically hear their beards. They are totally jacked on coffee. After a few of these you pick up on their adrenalin so you are more hyped than they are.

“Stanley you there?”

“Yeah I’m here.”

“Good, you dog. This is Ray. Big fan. We’ll be coming to you live in about two minutes.”

“Great.”

Then they leave you on hold while you listen to more Aerosmith.

“This is 92.5, the station that rocks, and now we have that interview with the star of The Writer’s Cut, but first, hemorrhoids. Have you found painful and sore hemorrhoids can really make you miss that vital play in the ball game …?”

“Stanley?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s me, Bob. Ray’s just doing a coupla commercials and then we’ll be coming to you live in about a minute or so from now. We just gotta take some local news. Love the book.”

He has no idea it isn’t even out.

So you sit there while you hear about traffic diversions downtown, a local child-molesting case, a suspected herpes epidemic amongst teens, and then finally you’re on. They have two questions they want to know about the book. Will it be a movie? Who will be in it? That’s it. Period. Oh, occasionally a few of them get clever and ask me who I have screwed in Hollywood. I don’t have to worry – they don’t give me time to answer anyway. They shout a few lewd suggestions at each other, shriek with laughter, thank me for livening their morning and it’s on to more heavy metal.

“When we come back we have Bozz and Nukey from Slipper and tomorrow Keef and Soapy will be here from Smack City to give away great free tickets for their All Damp All Night concert. That’s live on the station that rocks. Meanwhile here’s Toad the Wet Sprocket.”

If it’s not the two jocks it’s the zoo format, one dominant master and three or four acolytes of varying sexes chiming in. These shows love sound effects. Every single lame entendre is underscored by a whoopee cushion, or electronic raspberry. They put quotation marks round all suspected humor, in case you miss it. It’s loud, intense and exhausting. They egg each other on to make further outrageous remarks. I’m asked if there are any African Americans in my book? If I practice sexual segregation? What’s the most sex I’ve had in one day? Whether I have been to bed with Gloria Estefan? Have I slept with Ricky Martin? Am I gay? Am I against gays? It’s like being grilled by the inmates of a mad house. It’s the opposite of therapy. Their questions are aimed to pull me apart. Do you sleep with hamsters? Have you ever had sex standing up? What about phone sex? Did you ever do it on a private plane? I manage to get in a quick one-liner about suffering from private jet lag. They love that. They chortle and bang drums and blow whistles for about a minute. Nice one Stanley, they yell. God knows what the punters feel, stuck out there in their cars.

Two days of this and I’m a zombie. I have dealt with the jerk-off fantasies of every jock in America. They all want to be Howard Stern. Howard Stern apparently wants to be me. According to my publicist he has heard of my book and is jealous. He wants me on his show. I am to go to New York.

It’s no secret that Hollywood is a stock exchange, but mere writers are rarely quoted on the S&P 500. Bill Goldman is, of course, and Joe Eszterhas bullied his way in there for a minute or two, but can you even name another screenwriter? Of course not. The only time anyone remembers Best Screenplay is if an actor wrote it.

“You’re a named writer,” says Morty. “People are quoting you.”

It’s true. The Hollywood Reporter quotes a witty remark I never said at an opening I didn’t attend. “If I had a dime for every star I slept with at this party …”

“I never said that, Morty.”

“It doesn’t matter as long as it’s funny,” says Morty.

“I wasn’t even at the opening.”

“Lucky you. I was and it was god-awful.”

I’m variously described as a wag, a wit and a man about town. Hollywood has come calling. Big time. Jeffrey Katzenberg is apparently miffed Morty won’t let him call me direct.

“I told him you were too busy.”

Too busy? I’m too busy to speak to the head of a studio!

“Coppola wants to fly you up to San Francisco. I said you’re going nowhere. If he wants to see you he’ll have to send a jet.”

I’m passing out.

“Five managers have been on the phone. They all want to represent you. I told them you don’t need them. You’re hot already. Oh and Billy Crystal wants to do the screenplay. I told him it’s not really his field.”

You did what, Marty?

“HBO even returned my call. That’s how hot you have become. Chris Albrecht called personally. Apparently Hanks has been talking to him.”

The book that doesn’t exist is soon to become a movie. I couldn’t come clean now, even if I wanted to. I can’t turn my back on all this. I’m famous.

Gina Gershon calls me up.

She wants to know whether she is in the book.

I have never met her.

“Gina what are you saying?”

“I just want to know whether I’m in your book or not.”

“What makes you think you might be?”

“Well you know …”

“What?”

“I was pretty wild back then.”

“And?”

“And I don’t remember some evenings too clearly.”

Wow.

“Gina,” I say. “I will never forget them.”

“Them?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And you’re gonna put them in the book? You are, aren’t you? I just know you are.”

“Maybe.”

“Oh come on, Stanley, give me a break here. I’m always the one that gets blamed.”

I agree to meet her for dinner to discuss it.

Can you believe that? I have a date with Gina Gershon to discuss whether or not I am going to reveal something that never happened. I am being asked to hush up a sexual adventure I haven’t even dreamed of with a woman I haven’t even met.

Wow. This book is powerful stuff.

Gina is glorious. She’s only about twenty minutes late and looks stunning in tight black leather. Hardly surprising she doesn’t recognize me. I’m not miffed. We never met. When I introduce myself she stares at me.

“Do I know you?” she says.

I catch her staring at me like that throughout dinner. I think she is on to me. But it’s all worthwhile as she looks glorious. Her jet black hair, and those sexy cat’s eyes and those killer cheek bones. I have always been a big fan, but of course I don’t say so.

We are at Il Sole. On Sunset. I used her name to get a table. Paulo, the owner, is very pleasant. He comes over and sits with us. He looks owlish behind his thin wire glasses. I love his Italian voice. His Italian gestures. His Italian food.

“You know you are a very lucky boy,” he says looking at me. “She is a special woman, you know that. Many pretty women come in here, many actresses, but she …” He taps his forehead. “She is different. She has brains.”

Gina doesn’t bat an eyelid at the compliment. She has been staring at me, occasionally narrowing her big black intelligent eyes. She waits until he leaves. Then she says “I didn’t have sex with you.”

I say nothing. I can think of nothing to say. Luckily silence is my best defense, because she suddenly softens. And folds.

“Oh God. I’m so sorry. I just don’t remember.”

I like Gina. She is bright as hell. I think I bore her, but she tolerates me as I witter on. She tells me one tit-bit which I definitely intend to put in my book.

“Whenever I visit a new town,” she says, “I always check out two things. The strip clubs and the junk shops. The strip club to see what their sex lives are like, and the junk shops to see what they’re throwing away.”

I told you she was bright.

I love her. When I wave her goodbye at Valet Parking I promise her a part in my new book.

Because you see The Writer’s Cut is going to be a major motion picture.

*

Morty calls me with the news as I’m packing for New York. I was aware there had been a major bidding war raging, as frequent ecstatic calls from Morty had updated me with live news from the battlefield. He loves this. He lives for it. Live poker, he calls it. He acquaints me with the players, but I’m soon lost in a list of first names, Steven, and Barry and Michael and Mike and Jeffery and Sherry. He is in Agent heaven. He has something they actually want.

“It’s like having sex without begging,” he says.

All the controversy and the yards of publicity have simply strengthened his hand. William Morris has been sending out “coverage” on my novel for weeks now. Someone – who, who the fuck? – has carefully synopsized my non-existent book, and assessed its potential as a movie, based upon a brief précis which they had somehow spun out of the three pages from Stroke magazine I had sent to Richard Hume at Pangloss. Since the only scene they had was the celebrity blowjob in the Chateau Marmont, this was now a major theme in the movie, though it has become transmuted, by the alchemy of some anonymous professional reader, into a heart-rending story of a major actor, trapped in a loveless marriage, falling for a gifted but tragically unknown writer. This was nothing less than the old joke about the actress in Hollywood who was so dumb she fucked the writer, but I must say it had been very cleverly embellished into a compelling and funny synopsis. The reader warmly recommended the book, suggested it had major hit potential, and was likely to appeal to both sexes, but particularly young males of 16, the prime target of all Hollywood movies.

Bingo. The phones were ringing. Actresses all over town were fighting to play this role. They were inundating the agencies with requests for the synopsis. So far Meg and Daryl and Courtney and Sandra were speaking daily to their agents about it. Even Gina asked me to put in a good word for her. I said I would. She had heard that Angelina was going after it aggressively, and that Billy-Bob wanted to direct.

“There are so few good parts for women,” she said. “So few men understand us. You, Stanley, are an exception.”

I know she was blowing smoke up my ass, because I heard later from a mutual friend that she thought I was a dork, and that dinner was a disaster, but I can’t blame her, it’s a tough world out there for actresses.
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“You should be proud of yourself” says Morty, “it looks like you’ve got yourself a hit movie.”

I swear it’s the coverage and not me.

A must-see movie: a bright, intelligent, sexy comedy; a date movie, a feel good movie, a tent-pole movie that with the right casting can do really well in the summer with a wide release.

Even I was convinced when I read it. Some anonymous reader had done quite a job on this.

Morty is triumphant on the phone.

“Are you sitting down, kiddo?”

“Tell me. Tell me right now. How much?”

I have become very mercenary now I’m a novelist. I wasn't like this when I wrote for money. I think success has changed me.

“Three million dollars!”

Even I am surprised. Shocked, in fact.

“Three million dollars?”

“That’s the offer.”

Oh. My. God.

“But there’s one little snag.”

Oh no. No, no please.

“They want to change the title?” he says.

“That’s all?”

“I said no way.”

“You said what?”

“I told them the title was the very essence of this deal.”

My heart is beating erratically. I’m having a heart attack, I’m sure of it.

“You turned it down?”

“I knew you’d see it my way.”

“What do they want to call it?”

“Kiss and Sell,” he says.

“That’s not a bad …”

“Can you believe it?”

“I’ve heard far worse …”

“I told them to take their shit title and shove it up their ass.”

“What did they say?”

“They’ll get back to me.”

I have to crawl into bed. We have just been offered a three million dollar advance for the film rights of a book no one has written, let alone read, and my agent has turned it down. I have just lost three million dollars. This is a first for me.

*

Oprah won’t touch me.

That’s what they keep telling me. They want to fly me to Chicago after New York but Oprah won’t touch me. It’s a big deal.

“Oprah won’t touch you,” they say with a shrug. The idea of outing actresses is just too tacky for her. She’s into positive female imaging. My book of celebrity blowjobs is hardly her idea of reading chic. So no Oprah for me. The publishers are disappointed. Her Book Club sells thousands. She’s bigger than the Booker, bigger than a Pulitzer, bigger even than a Nobel. But she hates me. Won’t even consider it. Oh well. So I don’t go to Chicago. My New York schedule, however, is plenty busy. Howard Stern live in the morning, Letterman later that day if they can squeeze me on, otherwise Conan tomorrow. Regis in the morning. Print interviews with The Book Publisher, The New York Times, The Village Voice etc etc. Several live radio spots and some more TV. Perhaps The View.

I am still reeling from the loss of the film deal. I have angst on the First Class seat all the way to New York. I call Morty the minute I check in to the Plaza to see if anything’s changed. “Not yet, kiddo. But I can hear them sweating.”

They’re sweating? I’m in total meltdown.

Morty isn’t fazed one bit. He loves this game. This is why he’s an agent. To him the three mill is not lost, it’s just sitting on the table. The way he sees it is the pot can only get bigger … By saying no he has reassured the other players at the table that this thing is truly worth the amount of money he says it is. He has reinforced the bid. Now he awaits their response. He doesn’t even blink. Personally I think Kiss and Sell is a great title. Matter of fact I’m thinking of using it instead of The Writer’s Cut. Morty brushes aside my pusillanimity.

“Listen,” says Morty. “It’s all bullshit. We can say there is to be no title change, we can demand casting rights, we can get approval over the color of the panties that the leading actress wears but it doesn’t mean jack shit. Ultimately, the studio does what they want. Know why? It’s their money. First lesson in Hollywood. Second lesson, you can complain, you can moan or you can sue, doesn’t matter jack shit. They have more lawyers than you. They have more money than you. And they have more time than you. So they are just playing around here. Feeling if we’re hard.”

He always resorts to sexual imagery. I wish he wouldn’t.

Howard Stern wants to know if it is going to be a movie. I’m suitably vague.

“I’ve been in movies ya know?”

Duh, Howard, did you think we missed it? He asks me about Hollywood, which fascinates and offends him equally in that New York way. He implies he’s screwed more actresses than me, and then announces for all America to hear that I probably have a tiny dick.

Stupidly I protest.

“Well if it’s not true show Robin your dick.”

Only in America. How can I be feeling defensive about refusing to show a laughing African American woman my penis on the radio?

The best moment comes later when he relents, stops picking on me and persuades a blonde broad to flash her chest on the air. I’m sitting next to her and this is the most interesting thing that’s happened for a long time. She is flustered and bold at the same time. But she does it anyway with bravado, to applause and whistles. The breasts are clearly new. They might as well have Made in Hollywood stamped on them, but she has sly bedroom eyes in that dark sexy Ellen Barkin way, and long thin legs with exquisitely turned ankles.

“Look at Stanley,” says Howard. “I think his tiny dick is definitely interested. You should talk to him honey, he’s casting a movie.”

Robin winks at me. Howard laughs and it’s all over.

“Just kidding, man. Having fun.”

Hey, I’ve been on Howard Stern.

And I got the blonde’s number in my pants.
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As I step into the waiting limo there’s a call for me on my publicist’s cell. It’s Morty.

“Congratulations,” he says. “Paramount have bought it.”

I could kiss all New York I am so elated. I cannot speak, so Morty does.

“We have agreed to leave the title issue to one side. They have bought it under whatever title and in the deal we agree The Writer’s Cut is pre-approved. They’re gonna wait and see how big the book sells. No point in them insisting they hate our title if it’s on every damn newsstand. I knew they’d see reason. Congratulations, kiddo. Aren’t you glad I insisted you write this thing?”

Is he serious?

Sure he is. The art form of Hollywood is claiming credit for other people’s success.

“Morty?” I say.

“Nah, don’t thank me. It would be nothing without you.”

Actually it’s nothing with me.

My joy at the movie sale is clouded by the revelation that I won’t get to write the screenplay.

“Nobody does the first draft, kiddo. When did they ever shoot a first draft?”

“But I’m a screenwriter, who better than me to adapt my own work?”

What work? I am just dreading someone finding out there is no there there.

“Let them do the initial drafts, then you come along and we take a lot more money off them to rewrite it.”

“Well …”

“If you want I can tell them you insist on doing it, but they have already started someone on the screenplay.”

Excuse me?

“Paramount has already started the writer.”

They haven’t seen the book, but they have started “adapting” it. I am outraged for the minute it takes me to realize that there is no fucking work for them to adapt.

“Who?”

“Who what?”

“Who is the screenwriter they’ve hired?”

“Marvin Lutwig.”

“Marvin Lutwig!” I’m having a heart attack again.

“Says he’s a friend of yours and will stay very faithful to the book.”

“Marvin Lutwig …”

“Told Paramount you’d already spoken about the book last week. He loves you apparently.”

I’m gonna die.

“He told them it’s the best book he’s ever read.”

“He said he read it?”

“And loved it. Congratulations, kiddo.”

Ahhh. Marvin Lutwig is adapting my non-existent book.

My chest is exploding.

My best enemy has conned Paramount into paying him to adapt my unwritten book.

Oh thou Goddess of Irony, help me.

*

Now that The Writer’s Cut is a hot movie property I wonder if I even have to write the novel at all?

Richard Hume certainly thinks so. He is panicking at lunch. We are dining at Michael’s on 54th. Michael himself hovers around the table smiling at me.

“Heard you on Howard Stern,” he says. “I never miss him. How were the breasts?”

It’s like he’s asking “How’s the chicken?”

“Very tasty,” I say.

Michael squeezes my shoulder and leaves us with the menus. Richard Hume is too flustered to concern himself with food. He hasn’t been bull-shitting all morning. I am weary with lying. The New York Times was exhausting. I had to combine the right amount of modesty with just the right degree of boasting. They, being intellectuals, hate the screenwriter thing, but they love the fucking. It seems everyone in New York is interested in the shtupping in Hollywood. I had to be particularly inventive. I think I sold them on the idea of my sexploits as some kind of symbolic revenge on the treatment of writers in the movies. The penis as the wrath of God kind of thing. I hope I didn’t sound too much like Philip Roth. I made a silly gag about the Roth of God, which I think they liked.

Now Richard Hume is trying to bully me.

“We must have the text,” says Richard Hume. “The booksellers are crying out for copies. Here we have a runaway bestseller on our hands and no text.”

“Well, when have I had a second? I’ve been busy promoting.”

“We know that, and you’ve been brilliant. We don’t usually do it this way round. Normally we have the book and then we do the promotion, but things kinda got out of hand here. But look, we think if we can have the text right now we can turn it around in three or four weeks and still make our April deadline for finished books.”

“You can have finished copies in four weeks?”

“We have the printer standing by and if we get the text today, we can make our deadline, but any later and we are just not going to make it.”

“What are you saying?”

“Unless we can get the text to the printer tomorrow we’re gonna have to announce the book is delayed and that’s gonna impact on our sales. We may even miss the Beach Blanket market.”

Now it’s my turn to panic. All that lovely money running out of the window.

“So then you’d wait for Christmas?”

“Can’t do that I’m afraid. We have a really busy schedule in the Fall. The whole point of the campaign has been to position you in airports, hotels and resorts. We’d just have to put it on hold.”

“That can’t happen, Richard.”

“Can’t you at least let us have the first half to set?”

“Richard,” I say, “I’m on Letterman in an hour. Can we talk about this afterwards?”

*

Dave is nice to me. I’m shovelled into the last segment of the show for the final five minutes. The studio is ice cold. The way Dave likes it, I’m told. It keeps the audience awake. Shivering technicians huddle around cameras. All the assistants wear wool. Dave looks at me quizzically. He looks just like Dave. They say he’s a lot nicer after his heart problem. He is perfectly nice to me. He tries to corner me on whether I have been to bed with Julia Roberts, but I am an old hand by now at ducking this kind of direct question. I could be a politician I lie so deftly.

“How many writers does it take to screw in an actress?” says Dave, to laughter, then he buries his head in mock pain at the dreadfulness of the line. Then Paul Shaffer says something funny and it’s over.

“Good luck with the book,” says Dave.

The publicist is ecstatic. “There was a close up of your jacket.”

Now all I have to do is duck a very worried looking Richard Hume. He is having a hard time getting down from the audience seats through security. I feel bad, but I ditch him, escaping from the crush at the stage door into a waiting limo. One or two people even take my photograph. Hey, you never know, I might be someone.

Alone in New York City with just myself and my limo I realize I have only two choices. Either I come clean and face the whole shebang, the scandal, the obloquy, the shame, the humiliation, the handing back the money (oh dear God), or I come up with a different scenario. After all I am a screenwriter. That’s what I’m supposed to do. I head for the hotel. And there in my suite at the Plaza, high above the Park, I write myself a reprieve.
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“There’s a problem,” I tell Richard Hume next day. “It’s the lawyers. They won’t let me deliver the text.”

“What?”

“We are being sued. Injunctions are flying.”

Brilliant, eh? I’m not bad at scenarios. It’s books I can’t seem to write.

I shamelessly use Regis to fly this spin. He is holding up a mock-up of my book with the scissors on the jacket.

“Now I understand,” says Regis, dapper on his stool, “that you are not allowed to discuss this book.” His eyebrows fly up in mock reaction as he gives the audience his trademark long-suffering look. He lets the book drop.

“So, nice to have you on the show! Stanley Hay, ladies and gentlemen,” he says and pretends to shepherd me off.

The audience howls.

“No no,” says Regis. “I’m just kidding. It’s good of you to come. But what exactly are we not allowed to talk about here?”

I explain that some very famous people whom I am not at liberty to name, have taken an injunction against my book, even though they haven’t read it yet. I am being muzzled by celebrities who fear exposure. I manage to look very upset.

“So this is a freedom of speech issue?”

God bless you, Regis. This quote will carry the day. It’s no longer just a dirty book, a shabby exposé of the sex lives of the famous, a cheap attempt to cash in on our love for hot celebrity gossip. No, now it’s a crusade. It’s a freedom of speech issue.

Don’t you love it? I have ignited a public controversy over whether I am to be allowed to publish the words I haven’t yet written.

Irony is my bitch.

Next day Pangloss announce a delay in the publication of The Writer’s Cut due to legal action.

“We shall fight this all the way,” says Richard Hume in The New York Times.

Regis Philbin is quoted as saying “this is a freedom of speech issue that affects us all.”

*

When I get back to Hollywood there are 27 messages on my machine. All from my lawyers. I avoid their calls. Morty is ecstatic. Thanks to the injunctions, which he has read about in Variety, the movie has become even hotter. There is now a veritable cat-fight over who will star in it. Uma is the rumor. She is looking for a big summer movie and this is a tent pole movie, wide release, two thousand screens. Some people think it has Academy Award potential, but without wheelchairs, Nazis or an idiot savant it’s going to be a difficult sell to Academy voters.

“There was a great interview by your pal in the trades.”

“My pal?”

“Marvin Lutwig. Check it out it’s in The Hollywood Reporter.”

Marvin Lutwig gave a press conference, while I was in the air. He apologizes for my absence, and implies he too has been disappointed by my failure to show up. He assures the press that his screenplay is going to be absolutely faithful to the book.

“It’s a great book. It’s going to be an even greater picture.”

He’s absolutely convinced of it.

I am summoned to a meeting at the Writers’ Guild. There is a committee of six. How many writers does it take to screw up a Union, I think, as I look at their blank faces. These are my people? But I am surprised. They are on my side. The Writers’ Guild is going to pledge their support for me in my struggle against the famous actors suing me.

“Normally, we like to stay clear of litigation, especially with members of the Screen Actors Guild, but this is a freedom of speech issue and that for us is the most important thing.”

I nod gratefully.

“We have decided to overlook the scab screenplay.”

I had no idea they knew all about my illicit strike-busting rewrite, which I did on the side, during their big strike, instead of marching around pavements holding protest posters. Some bastard must have squealed. Jealous lot, writers. I’m impressed they know so much about me. But hey, they are realists.

“No sense in going back into that now.”

There’s a nodding of heads. They all agree.

“They can’t muzzle writers. Even crap ones. It’s shameful. We are going to tackle this head on.”

“Thank you.”

“Oh, this is not about you. Frankly we don’t give a fuck about you, Mr. Hay. Matter of fact, we think you are a self-serving piece of shit. It’s the rights of Marvin Lutwig we’re defending. Marvin is on our Freedom Committee.”

He fucking would be. Freedom from talent. They’re backing me in order to defend the rights of Marvin Lutwig. Oh dear Christ, the irony is ass-aching.

“So despite how we feel about you we’re going to give you a Humanitarian Award. The Writers Freedom Award will be presented to you at a special luncheon. You’ll make a speech. Thank us then.”

I’m not sure whether I’m being spanked or rewarded. They look at me like I’m Milosovic.

“This is your chance to do something for your Union. An opportunity to speak out for hundreds of other writers who don’t have your good fortune.”

“You’d better make it good.”

“Maybe Marvin can write it for you.”

*

My ploy to gain time works better than I could possibly have imagined. Pangloss totally bought the legal delay excuse, and for the moment I have them off my back. So now do I take the time to write? Do I, chastened by experience, wisely knuckle down and work really hard on my novel? Well yes. And no. I meant to, obviously I meant to, but I was interrupted. My Person from Porlock was Shauna, a supermodel from Oklahoma. Her corn pone is as high as an elephants eye. So are her legs. Her face has graced a thousand covers. She’s drop dead stunning, soft as a rattlesnake, and lives with a very famous British rock and roll singer called Norm. I met her once when she needed a gag writer to make a speech for some Awards ceremony. I wrote a few jokes and she absolutely killed with them. Now she wants to meet me for lunch.

“Ahm thinking of writin’ a book, Stanley,” she says. “And Ah I want you to write it.”

Oh great.

“Ah’ve bin readin about you everywhere, Stanley, and Ah think you’ll be perfect.”

Shauna is one of the top three most gorgeous women on the planet, and here’s the clincher: she’s sitting right now with two of the other contenders at Le Dome, and will I join them for lunch?

I hear a champagne cork in the background.

My resolve crumbles. Lunch at Le Dome. What possible harm could it do? It’s where I sold my book. I know I should work, but visions of Eddie’s steamed Belgian mussels dance before my eyes. Or maybe the Pasta with vodka and caviar. Or even Le Dome’s Mediterranean fish soup. And of course it makes perfect sense. It’s Research. The girls are all famous models, girlfriends, wives, whatevers, and I hadn’t even thought about mining the rock world for good stories. I convince myself that Rock All would make a very good chapter of my tell-all book. I even take a little tape recorder. If I can get these girls to spill the beans all might not yet be lost. I can resist everything except temptation. So it’s in a spirit of optimism, on a glorious sunny day, that I stroll down Sunset Plaza Drive, downhill all the way to Le Dome.

I cross Sunset by the mini colonial building that is Lloyds Bank and turn right, strolling leisurely past the sidewalk cafés, and step confidently through the glass doors and across the terraced patio area that leads into the inner sanctum of Le Dome. One or two heads turn. I haven’t lunched here since I was famous. Le Dome is one of the measures of success. Where you are seated tells you all you need to know about your standing in the Hollywood Food Chain. Elton John founded this restaurant in 1977, since when it has seen more lurid scenes than Star Wars. The bathrooms have had legendary encounters. The combination of coke, celebrity and champagne seems to loosen inhibitions. I may get a whole chapter from this.

I’m a little nervous as I enter but I needn’t be as Eddie comes forward, beaming, and shakes my hand and, amazingly, says “Hello Stanley, welcome. The girls are already here. Nice piece in Variety.”

The twinkle in his eyes say he could say a little more, but he hasn’t become the most successful restaurateur to the stars by shooting his mouth off. He leads me through the packed tables to a trio of strikingly beautiful femmes fatales. Les Girls, known in Dominick’s as The Three Disgraces – though Dominick’s is really a little down-market for them. These girls are more Beverly Hills via New York, Cannes and Paris. They are dressed casually to the hilt and give off a glow of money, sex, and champagne, for they are already slightly buzzed on a bottle of Dom Pom someone has sent over. Every head in Le Dome turns to watch me, wondering why I have such attractive company.

“Stanley!” says Shauna happily, rising to offer me her glorious cheek bones for an air kiss. She pats my butt affectionately as she introduces me to Tippy, a dark-haired exotic underwear model, who, it is rumored, sleeps with everyone.

“Stanley’s gonna write mah book,” says Shauna.

“What’s it called, Nobbing Norman?” shrieks Tippy.

Shauna giggles.

“Nah, you keep your hands off this sweet boy, girl, I want him leavin’ here a virgin.”

“I don’t do miracles,” Tippy says.

Maybe Tipsy would be a better name as she already has quite a buzz on. She winks at me and leans forward to give me a kiss and a fantastic look down her dress. Victoria’s Secret is out. Thank God I said yes to lunch. She taps the seat next to her invitingly. And now it’s Tara’s turn to overwhelm my senses. For Tara with her bouffant blonde hair, done up in a retro Farrah Fawcett, completes this trilogy of temptation. She winks at me and squeezes my thigh in a friendly fashion, while the waiter brings me a glass of champagne. Tara suffers from terminal truancy by her gifted boy friend, Jason, who is a heart-throb, a star, and a slut. She is known occasionally to revenge herself. I had intended not to drink, but surely one won’t do any harm, and I have these three delicious angels to myself. It’s like an epic wet dream, except it’s real.

I’m a lucky man.

Shauna raises her glass.

“Here’s to Stanley and his great new book.”

She nuzzles close.

“Mine?”

“No silly, mine. We can have such a fine time writing it,” she says. “Norm’s on the road a lot and we can just have champagne and Ah’ll tell you what happened and you can put it into words.”

Her eyes are wide with promise.

I think of her punk paramour and decide I prefer life in the slow lane.

“It’ll be a while, Shauna,” I say. “My own book is being published very shortly.”

“Ah know all about that. My agent told me. Ahm so proud of you, Stanley.”

“What kind of a book is it?” asks Tippy.

“It’s a Roman a clef,” I say, pronouncing it a clay in the French way.

“It’s about Clay Aiken?”

“Well, not exactly.”

“Oh I love him. I could easily do him, couldn’t you, Shauna?”

“Oh sure, honey. Ah could do anybody given enough champagne. Cheers.”

And she looks me in the eye challengingly and clinks glasses.

Eddie has found us a spectacular table, where we have a great view of Mickey Rourke in leathers and a knit cap. He is reading a script at the Bar. Don Rickles comes in and stops by our table. He scrutinizes the girls then looks closely at me.

Oh-oh.

“Son, I sincerely hope you’re gay or you’re not getting out of here alive.”

Ah, the sweet smell of success. I just got one-linered by Don Rickles for fucksake.

“I’d join you in a three way but my wife’s here.”

He moves off to join the Kirk Douglases at a secluded table at the back.

“He’s so funny, that Don,” says Shauna.

I’m wedged between her and the lubricious Tippy, staring across the table at Tara. I feel like Paris with a spare apple. I mean honestly, which one would you choose? Actually, all of them.

Now as the Dom Perignon slips down their lovely throats, uninhibited and unencumbered by their men, they tell me their tales.

I blush constantly. These women get straight to the nitty gritty. Shauna opens with a long story about her boyfriend Norm in bed with an English girl.

“Here’s what Norm tells me she sounds like in bed,” she says, swallowing her champagne. She slips into a plumy British accent. “I think I’m coming, I think I’m coming, oh my god yes, I think I’m coming. No, I’m not.”

They find this hilarious. Half the restaurant heard it and there is some applause. Even Mickey Rourke lets slip a grin. Shauna says Norm is terrified of this English girl, who beats him up each time she becomes jealous, and who then demands a hairbrush inserted in her. I’m trying to order and even the waiter doesn’t know where to look, but the girls blithely order another bottle. Shauna and Tara say how amazed they are at the number of women who demand some form of physical abuse. Tippy is not. She tells tales of spanking Australian millionaires. “One was impossible. He insisted I wore my makeup in bed. Then he insisted on doing it at six o’clock in the morning. I can’t handle that at all.” The final straw was when he told her he didn’t like the peach fuzz above her lips. He said she had a moustache.

“I painted his balls blue while he slept and I left.”

Shauna tells us about Mona, a fashion model and would-be Norm groupie. Shauna’s hatred for Mona is intense. She describes how they met on a shoot in New York, where Mona wanted to know all about Norm’s dick. Shauna foolishly pandered to this, egging her on with remarks like “Ah love to lick Norm’s dick” and then telling Mona how huge it is. This whets Mona’s appetite and Mona decides to have a go and find out for herself. When she succeeds, what pisses Shauna off is that she goes around trumpeting the affair to all and sundry. Shauna is mad only at Mona. Not at Norm. Norm is treated as a total innocent in all this. It is taken as a given that it is quite beyond his ability to say no to any girl. So Shauna buys a gun, a tiny pearl-handled revolver, and calls up Mona and says “Ahm gonna shoot you daid.” Well, Mona shits seventeen bricks because Shauna is from Oklahoma and one could easily believe her. Fortunately Norm gets hold of the gun, and Shauna makes him call Mona while she is on the other line listening in, and she makes Norm tell Mona that not only is she never to see him again, but that she was a terrible lay. The poor girl is crying on the other end of the line, saying “Oh Norm how could you say such nasty things?” and Shauna is laughing away at her revenge. Tara says she has made Jason do this too. It is clearly a classy form of female revenge. Listening in on the humiliation of the other woman …

Hours later I nervously eye the check that has suddenly appeared in front of me.

“Don’t be silly,” says Shauna, slapping me on the wrist. “Don’t even think of picking that up. You're mah writer. Some other guy’s gonna pay for that.” And she looks around for a victim. “Ahm not havin’ you pay for my lunch, Stanley. Ah wanna be in your book.”

Jeeze.

“Me too,” says Tara.

“Though you’d better change my name,” says Shauna, “or Norm will kill me.”

You can say that again. He already likes to show his knives in public. I have no intention of being the writer cut.

“You can use my name,” says Tippy. “Maybe that might make my man jealous and he’d fuck me for a change.”

Whoa, too much information.

As I’m staggering out I’m surprised to see Tish tucked away at a table on the terrace with Sam and David Giler. I wave but I don’t think they see me. She ignores me anyway. Damn. I really would love for her to see me with these goddesses, but when she does finally look my way all the girls have gone off to hug other men at distant tables, air kissing producers and embracing moguls. I smile but she looks away. Damn, the champagne has really gone to my balls.

*

When I get home I’m so horny and stoked by the ego-stroking eye candy that I actually sit down and write something. It’s a doozy of a story. About the world of sitcom. Something that happened to me last Halloween at a party in a huge house up at the top of Beachwood Canyon. It’s crowded. People are young and attractive and in costume, drinking, smoking joints, getting loose. Jazz is playing. The hostess, a tall striking red head, who makes the world laugh every week on an enormously popular sitcom, is dressed as Cruella De Vil, her signature auburn hair hidden under a black and white wig. The party is buzzing and there are lots of people I know. The girls are gorgeous and available. After about an hour and a couple of martinis, Cruella walks up to me and looks me frankly in the eye.

“Hello, Stanley,” she says. “I have a little present for you.”

I’m confused for a second but she seems very determined.

“It’s outside,” she says provocatively. “Come with me, Sailor.”

I’m dressed in some kind of naval costume. She smiles and puts her tongue in her cheek in an unmistakable signal. I feel my balls tighten and the breath leave my body as her hand brushes my pants.

“Don’t keep a girl waiting,” she says. “I want you to come with me.”

I’m beyond considering where her boyfriend is as she leads me outside. I’m overcome with lust and push her roughly against a wall and kiss her.

“Not here,” she says, and leads me by my cock into a small clearing in the centre of her spacious yard. I can hear the party sounds from far away as she carefully kneels in front of me, unzips me and lowers her mouth on to me.

Oh my God.

She is fantastic. If there were Academy Awards for fellatio, and perhaps there ought to be, she would be a shoo-in.

I lean back and stretch out my arms to the Milky Way wheeling above. She works on me professionally, looking up at me and occasionally stopping to smile encouragingly.

“Oh yes,” she says. “Come in my mouth. I love it.”

I felt that I would never stop.

“Thank you, Stanley,” she says, wiping her lips with her tongue. “I enjoyed that.”

I can’t speak. I return dazed to the party.

Later, I discovered she had a window overlooking the garden, filled with selected friends, watching her. She had been playing to a crowd. All the time she was busy on me she was performing, enjoying the eyes of the unseen watchers, as she knelt and handled and mouthed me into orgasm.

I found this knowledge exciting. Who were these watchers? Did they take it in turns to take someone into the garden? Did it excite them to see me, arms stretched wide to the stars as I climaxed in her mouth. Later, I would use this erotic memory to trigger orgasm.

What do you think?

Was it I used or did I use?

She certainly inhaled. And it was her party. Ought I to give more clues to her name? It does seem a bit churlish. I had a good time after all. And I have promised Richard Hume I will kiss and sell. But I decide that this is clearly a moral problem. It should be left to the lawyers.

I can do this, I thought. I’ll have this book finished in no time. But then I ignore my own advice. I answer the phone.

It’s Richard Hume.

“Am I interrupting?” he asks.

“Actually yes, Mr. Porlock.”

“Sorry, I thought you should know. There’s been a huge sales surge on Amazon and you just passed Deepak Chopra,” he said excitedly.

This is apparently very significant. Martha Stewart is now in my sights. Pangloss are delirious. They have increased the initial print run to one million. The Bookstores have gone mad for me. The Writer’s Cut is a big hit. They are hanging huge scissors all over the stores. They are planning to stack me on tables. They are making their own Point of Sale displays and inviting people to order signed copies in advance. I have a monster Book Tour planned.

“And then there’s the rest of the world,” says Richard Hume hungrily. “Maybe we should never get the text for books,” jokes Richard Hume. “They seem to sell a lot better.”

Very funny, Richard. He was so happy for once he forgot to badger me for delivery.

*

Now that I am the spokesman for free speech I no longer have the time to exercise it. I’m too busy to write. My intentions are good, but I’m a hot new celebrity. The local news is all over me. They won’t leave me alone. I’m spooned up by the media. I am on 10, 9, 7, 4, MSNBC, Fox, E, and even VH-1, standing up for freedom. It’s kinda fun. People stop me and go “Hey it’s YOU. Oh. My. God.” Usually they think I’m someone else. In one week I’ve been mistaken for Matt Lauer, Scott Hamilton and Kevin Nealon. It’s a bit worrying. What’s going on? Does this happen to all celebrities? Is American TV-land just a mishmash of semi-recognizable faces jumbled up between the ads? Am I going to wish I could go back to being anonymous? Somebody insisted I was married to Jennifer Aniston, and when I said “Do I look like Brad Pitt?” they said “No need to be rude, Conan.”

My freedom of speech issue has sparked intense local debate. The right to speak out freely exercises everyone in Hollywood. There is a banner, a poster, and flyers with an unforgettable image of my face being cut in half by a pair of scissors. Don’t let them cut what you can say is the slogan. Neat, eh?

I am Mister Freedom. The poster boy for writers’ lib.

My band-wagon is suddenly crowded with people clambering aboard. Every liberal cause junkie wants in. I’m inundated with offers from rock stars to donate a song for my appeal. Elizabeth Taylor calls. Michael Jackson’s people want in. Sting sympathizes. Paul McCartney sends a shirt. The list is endless.

We are to have a Gala Fundraiser. It’s going to be at The Writers’ Guild. After I look at the guest list, I suggest we call it “Actors in need of Publicity” but no one finds this funny. The A list, the B list and the wanna-be list are all going to be lured to this event by the promise of a free lunch and the chance to talk to the cameras. Janey, my foul mouthed publicist, assures me they will come for this. She explains it to me like I’m a kid. Actually I am in these matters.

“You’re the hottest thing since vagina,” is how she puts it.

Did you know several Award Shows will give you an Award if you simply show up? I never knew that. I thought you had to earn something to win an award. I’m learning all the time. Already I look different. And it’s not just the fancy haircut Luke of Lucaro has given me. It’s like I had an inner makeover. I’m simply brimming with confidence. I begin to take it for granted that wherever I go someone’s gonna recognize me, even if it is as someone else. It’s cool. Like being popular in High School. Which I wasn’t.

I’m limoed from one interview to the next, from one meeting to another, all across the Inland Empire and up into San Francisco. I address a rally at Berkley, where I receive an honorary degree, and a BJ from an economics major in a car park overlooking the Bay. She thanks me so much, after she vigorously pleasures me in the rental car, that I worry for her. Will her life be just an anti-climax after mine?

Even Andy Rooney gets in on my act. He does a think piece on 60 Minutes.

“It concerns me,” he says, “that a writer should be forced to alter his work because of an actor. Our job as authors is to tell the truth. If every two bit thespian in Hollywood can sue to prevent the truth coming out, where are we in our society?”

The Actors’ Guild is outraged. They are furious with him. What he said denigrates actors. George Lucas stirs up the heat by stating publicly that actors are animals. NBC aren’t at all happy. There is a hint that the Actors Guild may boycott Leno. After a few days of stirring by the media Andy is forced to apologize.

“I did not intend to denigrate actors, whom I respect,” he says sincerely, “and amongst whom I am proud to number myself.”

George Lucas stands by his statement. No animals sue.

But for me the damage is done. Borders orders another 40,000 books.

*

My Writers’ Guild Award makes it on the news. The Lunchtime Achievement Awards, held at the Beverly Hilton, is packed with writers in search of a free lunch. Salman Rushdie appears on video explaining the importance of freedom of speech, and honoring me. Too bad he didn’t send his dishy girlfriend. The Award is a naked glass woman throwing her arms backwards, either in ecstasy, or in basketball. The citation is in Latin. A wag translates it as “First Do Some Harm.” I get laughs in my acceptance speech by thanking God, who can’t be with us today as he is working on a new book, and translating the Latin as “Biting the hand that feeds you.” The committee is not amused. But the audience loves me and I look very cute in my new Armani tux. Several huge names hug me for the photographers backstage. Janey smiles at me and puts her tongue into her cheek.

I think I am becoming a God.

So famous am I now that an LAPD traffic cop actually rips up a ticket when he sees it’s me who did the U-turn on Ventura. He asks for an autograph and gives me a high five. What’s happening to me? Playboy names me Man of the Month and shoots me holding my cover, sitting on the bare backside of Miss October. The Board of Jews honor me with their Honorable Goy Award. Victoria’s Secret even want me to do an ad. I’m to be seen on a beach with some swimsuit models. Something about inner freedom. Richard Hume is ecstatic. This is the ultimate exposure for a Beach Book. I am bouncing between Greta van Susteren on CNN and Arianna Huffington, and Warren Olnay and Which Way LA. I am a public figure. I am recognized and applauded wherever I go. I get tables at Morton’s, young actresses want to touch me. All America, it seems, agrees that such blatantly powerful and manipulative censorship is shameful, downright anti-American and ought to be defeated in Court.

Ah yes, in Court.
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I’m in Book Soup and I’m naked and I’m running through the shelves pursued by Joan Collins who is throwing books at me, and I’m screaming “Don’t kill me, don’t kill me Joanie.” There are books all over the floor and I keep tripping over them, and hands are reaching out from between the shelves trying to grab me, and Joan is closing in on me and I run round a corner and come face to face with Jackie Collins, who screams “You’re not a real writer!” And I turn to face a giant wall of books, like a waterfall threatening to fall on me, and there is no way out. I’m completely trapped and I’m filled with terror and there is a tremendous banging, a pounding sound and I wake up, sweating, realizing someone is yelling outside my door.

“It’s the Law,” someone is shouting. “Open up!” And I think Oh my god I’m being busted. Still only half awake I stumble to the door and open it to find three men in suits.

“Who the fuck are you?” I say.

It’s ten in the morning and I’m still shaking from my recurring Book Soup nightmare.

One of them reaches into a briefcase and I think Oh my god they are going to shoot me. I say, redundantly, and in great panic “You’re not cops!” and try and slam the door, but he has his foot inside and my heart is pounding so fast it takes my ears a minute to catch up to what he’s saying.

“We are your lawyers,” he says.

“What?”

“We are your lawyers, schmuck,” says the pale one to the right of him. “And you’d better talk to us right now if you want to keep your skinny white ass out of jail.”

Wow, that’s a lawyer talking.

“I’m Jed Olsen. We’re from Holstein, Olsen, Garment and Mann and if you don’t wish to spend the rest of the decade being butt fucked in San Pedro you’d better listen up.”

Nice talk.

We go into my room. Olsen shakes his head and says “Jesus, this is where you live?”

He pulls out a thick file of clippings.

“First of all, let’s get one thing clear: there are no injunctions, are there?”

I swallow hard. Even I can tell lying to lawyers is redundant.

“No.”

“It’s all bullshit isn’t it?”

I nod.

“You made up this whole thing, right?”

“Yes.”

They all take a good look at me.

“So what’s the problem?” I say.

“What’s the problem? Tell him, Jed.”

“What the problem is,’ says Jed, ‘is that you have violated about eight state laws and perhaps seventeen federal laws.”

“Do you realize you are looking at jail time?” says Olsen.

Now they really have my attention.

“It was just a joke,” I say lamely, but my heart goes bam in my chest and I’m instantly terrified. It’s the word jail.

“You think it’s a joke? You think we’d come down here to haul your sorry ass out of bed so we can enjoy the sight of you with your dick sticking out of your pajamas instead of sitting in our smart offices earning five per cent of your income? This is fraud, buster.”

I think he must get his dialogue from cheap detective novels, but I don’t say so. I am too busy working out what five per cent of my income amounts to.

“There is only one law,” says Holstein. “And that is Don’t fuck with the law. Otherwise you are in deep shit. Todd, read him what he has done.”

“He has defrauded and mislead, variously and severally, by contract both implicit and explicit with intent to fraudulently deceive, blah blah blah, contrary to section A, yatter yatter yatter …” I’m lost. But it sounds bad. Worse, it sounds expensive.

“If you want my professional opinion, you are in deep doo-doo,” says Holstein.

“Is that a legal term?” I ask.

He ignores me.

“Pangloss can sue you, their new parent company can sue you, Paramount can sue you, your agents can sue you and perhaps even we can sue you.”

They love that.

My lawyers suing me.

They think my whole case is hilarious.

Olsen outlines my legal options. They are not good, but by far and away the scariest is that I can to go to jail. I’m a writer and a paranoid, and I’m frankly scared to death.

“Why the fuck did you make up this crap?”

“I needed time.”

“You may get more time than you bargained for,” says Jed.

They think that’s a hoot.

“Where is this piece of shit anyway?” says Holstein, looking round my tiny room.

He’s talking about my novel.

“It’s on my computer.”

“Is it finished?”

“Yes.”

I lie from habit. Why? I don’t know. What’s wrong with me?

“So you can deliver?”

“No problem.”

Question me. Doubt me. Please. You’re my lawyers. Don’t take my word for it. Say “Isn’t it a well-known fact that you are a total bullshitter and you haven’t written jack shit?”

But no. They believe me.

“So, gentlemen, what do we do to save our client from the clutches of our penal system, and make ourselves a lot of money?” says Holstein.

“Can we counter sue?”

“Can we counter sue people who haven’t even sued us? I don’t think so.”

Holstein laughs. He finds this thought very amusing. It’s surreal. They discuss me as though I’m not in the room.

“The trouble is, this jerk – excuse me, our client – has been on national TV screaming his head off about everyone infringing his freedom of speech. It’s only by a miracle that our media is so damn lazy no one’s yet bothered to check up where these complaints have been filed. But it’s only a matter of time. Do you think Court TV won’t notice there is no Court?”

I say nothing. I’m a screenwriter. I don’t deal with reality.

“Supreme Court?”

“Risky. They don’t like free speech issues.”

“We can’t appeal a case to the Supreme Court when there isn’t a case in the first place,” says Jed.

“How about we file an injunction?”

“Against who?”

“What if we capitulate?”

“That’s good.”

“We settle out of court. Amicable settlement, announce an agreement has been reached. We agree to whatever, in return they agree to drop the case.”

“That works for me.”

“Sounds good. Providing no one checks the records.”

“Why should they?”

“Why indeed? And if they do they sure as hell won’t find anything.”

They think this is a pretty Solomonic solution.

“Well guys,” says Olsen. “We did it again. Cigar time.”

“Lunch?”

“Who’s paying?”

“Oh, no question. He is.”

They laugh at me affectionately.

We’re settling a non-existent lawsuit over the right to publish a non-existent book.

And I’m paying.
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Variety reports the settlement next day under the heading Settlement. There is a brief paragraph, a short statement from Holstein, Olsen, Garment and Mann, announcing that the “various actors” involved in the lawsuit have agreed to drop all claims against the author, Stanley Hay, a Los Angeles based writer, for certain unnamed allegations mentioned in his book The Writer’s Cut, and have been reassured, that in exchange for certain undertakings to which the author has voluntarily agreed, including a reassurance that he will not expose their private lives in any way, and in return for a large gift to an unnamed charity on Mr. Hay’s part, an amicable agreement, satisfactory to both sides, has been reached, and the lawsuits dropped.

“No harm, no foul,” says Ebert Holstein, the leading attorney.

The gift to charity is Olsen’s idea. I worry that it makes me look guilty. It implies I have done something wrong. But in the end, I decide it is a good thing. I appear charitable. And since the charity is unnamed and therefore unpaid I sit back, contented, basking in the warm glow of my generosity. I have donated nothing to no one, and yet here I am outed in the trades as a philanthropist. Will no good deed go unpunished?

I’m feeling smugly confident, and wonderfully relieved. I think it’s all been rather brilliantly taken care of. Things are going well for a change. Life is on the up and up.

Bullshit.

The roof falls in.

Events get totally out of control.

God, that French farceur up there, with a malicious sense of humor, steps in.

Marvin Lutwig rejects the settlement.

Even now just writing that sentence makes me wild. The sheer gall, the fucking nerve of the guy. The balls of this egomaniacal sociopath to thrust himself into the middle of a totally fictitious lawsuit and fuck up an imaginary settlement.

I don’t know how he does it. He is a genius of the unexpected. I am going to have to buy a weapon, there is no other course for it. I have fantasies of strangling him, of hitting him over the head with a bottle of Dom Perignon, of electrocuting him in his bath, of shoving him over a cliff at PCH, or just shooting him dead in front of the entire Freedom Committee of The Writers’ Guild.

Marvin Lutwig rejects the settlement.

I stare at the story in the LA Times in sheer disbelief. I watch him in person on Fox News Local Edition publicly standing up for me. He thinks I have been leaned on by powerful figures in the Industry. He wants to save me from myself. He is adamantly opposed to any solution to my lawsuit which involves a compromise or a sell-out. He is backed by a small crowd of people with placards. Some are holding scissors.

“No sell out!” they say, shuffling past the cameras.

“Don’t cut free speech!” they say, waving scissors.

Fucking writers. They’ll do anything rather than write.

On second glance I’m not convinced these are writers at all. They are far too diversified. Indeed, mostly Hispanic. I believe Marvin has rented these protestors from downtown. Some of them look like they don’t speak English too well. Frankly, they look puzzled, standing behind this florid-faced man and staring at the camera. No cell out says one poster. Some writers.

“We are going to fight this,” says Marvin, who has chosen a midnight blue crushed velvet jacket by Shanghai Tang for his mid-day news appearance. His hair has been fluffed and newly coiffed and he is wearing full make-up: rather too much eye make-up for my liking, and certainly too much pancake for a concerned screenwriter, which is how he describes himself.

“We are going to stand against these people, we shall stand up for the rights of free speech, no matter what it takes, even …” and he says this very sincerely, “even if it means Stanley goes to jail.”

Wow. Can you believe it? Marvin Lutwig has just volunteered my ass for jail.

Thank you, Marvin. Thank you for your heroic self-sacrifice, for going on public television and volunteering my butt for San Pedro. Good for you Marv, standing up for freedom of speech. I see now what no cell out means. My cell, no out.

*

My PR people are furious about the settlement.

“You settled your lawsuit?” says Janey. “What were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t thinking.”

“We have a major Gala against Censorship tomorrow night at the Writers’ Guild, with full media attendance and a celebrity yes list of over a hundred faces coming to stand up for your right to be published, and you settle out of court?”

“I had no choice.”

“We are presenting you as a the leader of the High Moral Ground in the fight for freedom of speech and you drop the fucking case?”

“They dropped the case.”

“Same difference.”

“Marvin Lutwig is an interfering turd …”

“Forget Marvin. You have a Gala Event, a blue ribbon protest, all based on your noble stand and you sit down? Do you realize who’s coming? We have the Mayor, we have Pierce Brosnan, we have both Democrats and Republicans coming, Tom and Roseanne Arnold, we even have Schwarzenegger and he never turns out for liberal causes. Now what are we to tell them? Don’t worry, he changed his mind and gave up.”

“It was the lawyers.”

“You know you can’t rely on lawyers in legal matters. You should have consulted us first. That’s what PR is for. The important issue is what the public thinks, and the public thinks what the media says and the media says you sold out. They had you pegged as a martyr, now you’re a turncoat. They were prepared to stand up and fight for your right to be published, now they despise you.”

“But now I am going to be published.”

“That’s not the point.”

I’ve lost the point. In fact, I’ve lost the plot.

“Are you suggesting I should have rejected a settlement which allows me to be published in order to protect my right to be published?”

“Yes.”

Go figure. I’ve gone from Tom to Benedict Arnold.

In fact the only person who likes the settlement is Richard Hume.

He is ecstatic.

“Now we can make the Beach Blanket market.”

Suddenly I’m Annette Funicello.

On the phone from NY, Richard Hume sounds half nuts. Morty says he’s been away all week at a big meeting in Frankfurt. Something is stirring at Pangloss. Rumors of a sale to a German giant.

“It must be a big relief to you,” says Richard. He seems unworried. Perhaps it’s Prozac.

“Oh it is,” I lie, as convincingly as I can.

“Being a victim of censorship is a violation,” he says. “A form of intellectual rape.”

Wow. Now I’m a rape victim.

“So now we can have the text right away?”

Oops. The text. I forgot that detail.

I promise I’ll Fed Ex it to him overnight, but he’s wise to that.

“Don’t bother with Fed Ex,” he says. “We’ll send a messenger from the de Becker Security people, they’ll courier it by hand.”

“To New York?”

“They do it all the time.”

“Hardly worth all that trouble, is it?” I say, hoping against hope.

“It’s far more secure than Fed Ex,” he says.

And I was having fantasies of faking a Fed Ex hijacking.

“We can’t take any more chances. You have no idea how much we have at stake here. The printer is about to sue us for work lost while we have had him on hold. This is like the arrival of the cavalry.”

Calvary more like. They’ll crucify me.

Shit.

Twenty minutes later the de Becker people call and say a courier will be over in half an hour, is that enough time?

Enough time? To write a 200 page book.

I don’t think so.

What am I to do?

I panic and pull out the six pages I have just written about lunch with Les Girls. It doesn’t look like a novel.

I spot an old movie script on my shelf, a piece of shit Sam and I wrote on spec for a Belgian who claimed he could get German tax dollars to shoot an American film in Canada. Of course he couldn’t, but we made the mistake of writing it. Snip, Snip was about a Hairdresser with a pair of magic scissors. A cross between Sampson and Mozart. I rip off the William Morris cover and stick all 120 pages behind my six new pages. It still doesn’t feel long enough, so I add a couple of editions of Penthouse. That feels better. When I seal it up, it looks and feels absolutely like a novel. Quite a good novel, in fact.

I hold the package in my hand and weigh it carefully. I fantasize that I have just finished an important piece of work and I’m sending it off to New York. This is exactly how it would feel. It feels good. I feel the glow of authorship, the pride of creation. I hand the package to the Special Delivery courier, trying to look suitably modest.

“Looking good,” he says.

I’m not quite sure whether he means me, the day, or the package.
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The PR people call back. They have decided to go ahead with the Gala but they have switched the venue. The Writers’ Guild won’t allow it on their premises. Too controversial, they say. There have been protests from their members. They are now no longer backing me. They are supporting Marvin Lutwig and his freedom committee in their attempt to have the settlement thrown out. But the Gala is to go ahead. There is still tremendous interest. Pangloss have sent two hundred pairs of scissors and printed a thousand covers. I’m going to be signing these in lieu of books. The original artwork for this cover, complete with my fake signature, is being auctioned on eBay, and has currently reached $500. Why bother with a book, I wonder? Why don’t I just sign covers and be done with it?

The bad news is that the new venue is Book Soup. I still haven’t recovered from my nightmares. I’m worried I may be suffering from Bibliophobia.

Bibliophobia: a pronounced fear of books.

All day I can feel the panic rising.

*

Next day is total hell. Nobody should have such a day. I’m wakened by an extremely agitated Richard Hume. Pangloss have received my delivery.

“What’s this?” he says.

“What’s what?”

“The package.”

“Has it arrived safely?” I try and sound innocent.

I listen to him carefully outlining the contents.

“Oh no,” I say. “I must have picked up the wrong script.”

“And the Penthouse magazines?”

“Must have been underneath.”

Even I don’t believe me.

Richard Hume is very serious.

“Stanley, please answer this very carefully. Is there a novel at all?”

I try laughing out loud. It’s something I once saw an English actress do in a bad production of Noel Coward.

“Ha ha ha ha ha.” Down the scales. They must practice it at RADA.

It doesn’t work for me either.

“I’m sorry to say this, Stanley,” says Richard Hume, “but I have to go into a meeting with our lawyers now. I suggest you contact yours.”

Oh shit.

My day continues. I’m headline news in the trades. Both carry a report about the mounting scandal over tonight’s Freedom of Speech gala. Variety reports that the Writers’ Guild have pulled the plug on the event following complaints from their members. Marvin Lutwig the screenwriter, that’s how he is billed, is quoted as saying he wants my unique voice to be heard.

“Stanley Hay has earned the right to tell it like it is. Unafraid, unbiased and utterly uncensored.”

That is why he is suing me.

Yes you heard it right.

Marvin Lutwig is suing me to protect my rights of freedom of speech.

The Lawyers confirm it.

“What is this shit, Stanley?”

“Who is this character?”

They are going apeshit. They have just received an injunction from Marvin Lutwig, restraining them from making a settlement with “actors unknown”.

They are on speaker phone, I can hear all three of them, their voices shrill with alarm.

“Who is this clown? He says he’s a friend of yours.”

“He’s not. He’s a self-promoting piece of shit.”

“Can’t you call him off?”

I try and explain but I don’t think I can.

“The settlement was your idea,” I say weakly.

“None of us could have imagined this,” Holstein says. He sounds scared.

“Why are you so worried? There isn’t a settlement so how can he injunct it?”

“Have you ever heard of the word conspiracy?”

Well at least I won’t be in jail alone. I can watch Holstein’s skinny ass being butt fucked in the stalls of San Pedro.

I picture a CNN breaking news story. Anal Rape. Cruel and Unusual Punishment or a Freedom of Speech issue? Footage at eleven.

Well at least things can’t get worse.

Wrong.

Things immediately get worse.

Morty calls. The Pangloss board has been on to the directors of William Morris. There are serious allegations of fraud.

“What’s going on, buddy? Where’s the text? Tell Uncle Morty. I can protect you.”

Tell Uncle Morty. That there is no book? Hell no, I’m not going to quit lying now. I swear to him on his life that there is a novel and I just sent the wrong package to New York. I lie superbly. Morty is utterly convinced.

“Fuck those bastards for not believing you,” he says.

I ought to have stayed in acting.

I’m really buzzed about my abilities until I realize that Morty was my last chance to come clean. That’s when I start looking for my Passport. Cabo San Lucas is sounding like a very good idea. A couple of margaritas, a change of identity, perhaps even plastic surgery.

What am I thinking? I’m broke and I’m busted. In my state I wouldn’t even make it to the airport. I’m a millionaire with no money. There is no way out. And the limo is here. What can I do?

I’m Cinderella. I must go to the Ball.

*

I am wearing my dark glasses so I look like Marcello Mastroianni as I slide into the long white limo. Janey, my PR Madonna, is already inside. She is unusually quiet, which for her is a real bad sign. We head off down Sunset Plaza Drive. Her silence is beginning to get to me.

“I suppose a blow job is out of the question?” I say.

Wrong move. Janey is tense. Even hostile.

“I gather there is some kind of problem with Pangloss,” she says.

I attempt to brush it off.

“It’s just some kind of silly misunderstanding.”

“I do hope so, Stanley,” she says, “because they owe me a lot of money. Your PR has cost a fortune.”

“It’s been fantastic, Janey.”

“We shall of course be holding you ultimately responsible for that fee.”

“I see.”

Et tu, Janey?

“It’s nothing personal, Stanley. I think you’re adorable, if a little self-involved, but I have to tell you where you stand.”

What does she mean I’m self-involved? Self-involved. Moi?

I worry about it all the way there. We’re turning onto Sunset when I hear the protestors. There’s about a dozen of them and they’re making a lot of noise. They’re between us and Book Soup.

“No sell out. No settlement. Silence is worth freedom of speech.”

Whatever that means.

“Stop the car,” says Janey. “I’ll see if I can head them off.”

She’s small but she’s very determined.

“Don’t worry, Stanley,” she says as she climbs out, abandoning me.

What, me? Worry? What have I got to worry about? I’m only the author of a non-existent bestseller, outed as a Judas by the Writer’s Guild, attending a Freedom of Speech gala held in my name, at a bookshop for which I now possess a unique terror.

What’s to worry?

*

It’s a total zoo. It’s far worse than I could ever imagine. People are all over Sunset. Kleig lights are on. There are barricades and cop cars and a valet parking line and tables for picking up passes and even a red carpet. It’s the full Hollywood press corps. Walls of photographers are waiting. First the still cameras and then, beyond, squads of video crews with waiting interviewers holding hairy microphones all looking expectantly in my direction.

Flash flash. “Over here, Stanley” go the photographers. “One over here. To your right. Up here. Straight into the lens.” Even behind my dark glasses I’m blinking.

A slinky girl in a beautiful gown takes my arm. “Hi honey,” she says and the cameras flash.

“I’ll blow you if you get me in,” she whispers in my ear.

Janey magically appears and pulls her off me.

“Did you hear that?” I say. I’m shocked.

Janey shrugs. “She’s a lesbian anyway.”

“How do you know?”

She just gives me a look.

“Welcome to Hollywood,” she says.

“What?”

“Welcome to Hollywood.”

She’s looking at me like I’m dumb.

“What?”

“It’s from your book.”

“Oh. Yes.”

“Stanley,” she says, “you did read your book?”

“What do you mean?”

“Please tell me you wrote it. It wasn’t a ghost job?”

“What, now I’m a writer who hired a writer to write my book?”

She laughs.

“Come on,” she says. “We have books to sell.”

The book that Hollywood fears.

This is on a ten foot banner slung over the entrance to Book Soup. The press line is endless. Janey brightens considerably.

“Lots of lovely coverage for you, Stanley.”

I can see genuine celebrities disgorging from limos. There is a stand of bleachers across the street at Tower records, held back by LA’s finest. There are cheers for each new arrival.

Bruce Willis climbs out of his car and waves to the crowd, who go nuts.

Bruce Willis for godsake is here for me.

Two powerful young men in identical Armani suits slot in on either side of me. They have earpieces.

“Security,” says Janey. “There have been one or two threats on your life.”

I find that really reassuring. In fact, I’m so nervous of entering Book Soup that I look forward to being shot. I’m shaking like a leaf blower.

The red carpet and its barrage of cameras looms ahead. I can see more celebrities in their expensive tuxes and gorgeous dresses. I think I spot Brad Pitt and Jennifer. Did I put her in the book?

What am I thinking?

I haven’t written the book.

I’m beginning to believe my own PR. Still, I have to be convincing if I am to face the questions that lie ahead. It takes all of my acting skill and is even enjoyable in a Zen way. It’s not hard to imagine I am a potential award-winning author being muzzled by society. My twin guardians shepherd me from camera to camera. I keep moving; a little stop here, a little stop there, a schmooze, a smile, a shrug and it’s on to the next. The rude questions I fend off easily. I talk about freedom. I deny I’m compromised, I deny I’ve sold out, I utterly refute the suggestion that I have been silenced by money. On the contrary, I say, I’m thrilled by all the attention the book is getting. I can honestly put my hand on my heart and swear that I have done nothing to censor myself. (Post Irony.) The Writer’s Cut pulls no punches, I assure them. No, I will not name the names of any actresses here. No, I’m not going to say if Jennifer is in the book or not. No, I’m not going to say who is. You’ll just have to buy the book, I parrot.

I’m doing pretty well until half way down the line I notice the protestors. They have clustered near the major networks. They seem more concerned about showing the cameras their messages.

No sell out.

Don’t take the money and run.

Stand up Stan-ley.

“I thought you were getting rid of them?” I hiss to Janey.

“It’s a freedom of speech thing,” she hisses back. “Remember?”

A short-assed fellow in an old-fashioned pork pie hat is yelling something about Jesus.

“Don’t worry,” I say. “At least He’s not in the book.”

His red face gets redder. His eyes pop. He looks like he’s ready to shoot me.

“Pray for your soul, sinner.”

Thanks, ducky.

“Liberals were God’s only mistake.”

“You give abortion a bad name,” I say loudly.

It’s amazing how brave you can be with two de Becker guards beside you.

I’m shocked to see Marvin Lutwig just ahead of me on the red carpet. That jerk? How did he get himself here? This is my Freedom of Speech gala. He’s suing me. He is wearing a green velvet smoking jacket and is giving an interview, gabbing away to an ABC camera. He is in his element, talking slowly, pontificating, gesturing, waving his arms about and laughing loudly. He’s like a fucking TV evangelist. The nerve of the guy, using my press event for his own publicity. I want him thrown out but Janey has disappeared into a clusterfuck of celebrities. When he finally spots me he gestures theatrically, like Charlton Heston holding the Ten Commandments, and walks towards me with a big smile. How he has the balls I have no idea, but he treats me like we are bosom buddies. Like I will be thrilled to see him. The guy is insane.

“Hello, Stanley,” he says affectionately and tries to give me a hug.

“You cunt,” I whisper, pushing him off.

He laughs out loud like I said something witty.

“Good to see you, Stanley, my old friend,” he says loudly for the cameras. He is beaming broadly. I notice he is sweating heavily in his velvet jacket. Also he stinks. Terrible BO. He is wary of me. He has every reason to be. I am hissing hatred.

“Excuse me got to go,” he says. “Lots to do. Love the book.”

And he’s gone. Left me in the dust, like an extra at my own party. I glimpse him up in the crowd ahead, schmoozing with the Governor, laughing like they’re old pals and putting a hand on his shoulder.

I’m shaken out of my reverie by a warm hand on my flies. I turn to find a camera in my face, its bright lights beaming harshly into my eyes, and a stick mike in my mouth. It’s Dharma. She has a camera crew with her. I feel her hand brushing against me, reaching for me.

“Hello Stanley,” she says rather too brightly; God knows what she’s on. “I’m working for Z now, and it’s all thanks to you.”

Wow. It does seems fitting that the reporter who seduced me and started all this should be here.

“You give great interview, honey,” says Dharma, and she tickles my balls affectionately. We’re pressed so closely together in the crush no one can see what’s happening. I can only smile like an idiot. Dharma is a real pro. She puts the mike in my face and pats me one or two soft questions. I am trying to get her hand off my dick, but I do my best to look charming and unconcerned. She sure knows how to handle an interview. This girl will go far in Hollywood.

“See you inside,” she says with relish, and I believe she means more than just the event.

Entering Book Soup for the first time since my nightmares is not as bad as I feared. I can hardly see the books, the place is so packed. The crush is so great I am carried in by the two suits. They lift me up by my elbows and insert me into the crowd, which parts magically to admit me.

There’s a pile of eight by ten glossies on a white tablecloth. My ten-years-younger self stares back at me. Highlights and too much make up. I manage to look both butch and pretty at the same time. There’s a stack of book jackets ready for me to sign and a podium. Apparently I am going to say a few words.

The crowd is younger and more attractive than I had thought.

“Mmm, I smell pussy,” says Janey, drifting over, beaming. She really is outrageous. The things I have heard coming out of that pale little delicate mouth.

“Look at them. They can hardly wait to get into your pants.”

It’s true. The audience is filled with eager young women. Prime amongst them is Dharma who has somehow managed to grab a front seat. She is wearing a tiny mini skirt. She gives me a quick flash as I pass. Opens her legs and Sharon Stones me.

Janey, who notices everything, gives me a wicked smile. The Armani boys behave like nothing happened, like a TV reporter flashes beaver at them every day of the week. I wonder if they’re trained for this. Today we have snatch flashing and how not to be distracted by a sneak pussy attack while defending a client.

They shepherd me to a little holding area behind a bookshelf. An elegant lady in a formal red coat dress and a flower in her lapel is waiting for me. She tells me how thrilled they all are at Book Soup to be hosting this event. They have never had such a response to a book. The advance orders are huge. Clearly she has heard nothing from Richard Hume or Pangloss. I begin to wonder if I might get out of this alive.

She briefs me on the order of events but I can hardly concentrate on what she is saying. I’m standing next to a bookshelf.

“Are you alright?”

I have closed my eyes momentarily and am holding on to the bookcase. She is looking anxiously at me.

“It’s okay,” I say. “Just a minor panic attack.”

“I know you authors do get so nervous,” she says. “I remember Mr. Rushdie …”

But I don’t hear what she’s saying as my heart is pounding like a bass line at a rave. I’m sweating. My mouth is dry. There are spots before my eyes. The elderly lady hands me a little plastic cup.

“Showtime,” she says brightly. “The guest speaker is here.”

I swallow my water and then I realize. She doesn’t mean me.

“No,” I say. “Oh no no.”

Oh yes. It’s Marvin Lutwig.

“We were so lucky to get him,” she says mistaking my horror. “We really wanted him as you are such good friends.”

Arghhhhh.

“I must say it took quite a large fee to entice him.”

A fee!

“Hello Stanley,” says the monster. “Isn’t this jolly?”

I’m grimacing like a demented Samurai.

“Look at him,” says Marvin. “He’s so funny. Always clowning around.”

His ability to reject rejection is awesome.

“Well, shall we do it?” he says brightly, and bounds out from behind the book case to the microphone.

There is a chorus of shushing and the bright lights come on.

Somewhere a voice is screaming “No no no!”

It’s me.

Janey casts me a severe warning look. It’s a surreal atmosphere with all these people crammed between the shelves, and there’s hardly any air to breathe. Marvin is revelling in the attention. In his green velvet smoking jacket and cravat he looks like an absurd parody of Mike Meyers. This seems to be his intention as his first words are “Hello, baby!”

There isn’t much response. The audience is puzzled but respectful.

“Ladies and gentlemen, you won’t know who I am. I’m not a famous person. I’m just the salad before the main course.”

Unbelievably he waits for a laugh.

Only one person laughs. Me. A very bitter laugh.

“Comedy isn’t my strong point,” he blusters. “Though Stanley always laughs at me. But tonight I’m here to be sincere.”

“Get off, you creep.”

“Thank you, Stanley,” he smiles back. “You’ll get your chance.”

“You’re a freeloading bastard.”

People are looking around in surprise trying to identify the heckler. They’re not sure what’s going on. Is this planned? Is this some kind of attempt at humor?

“You’re a fucking asshole.”

Marvin is smiling like this is part of an act we rehearsed together.

“Ladies and gentlemen, Stanley Hay,” he says, pointing in my direction and triggering a round of applause.

“What can I say about this remarkable man?”

“Don’t say anything, you bastard. For fucksake shut him up.”

“This is a freedom of speech gala, Stanley,” says Marvin. “Even I am entitled to talk.”

They like that. They laugh. They begin to applaud and that’s the final straw for me. I have made Marvin Lutwig appear witty.

“Pull your fucking self together,” says Janey. “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you know the fucking cameras are on? Here, take this.” She hands me a whiskey and a couple of pills.

“What are they?”

“Swallow them.”

I don’t resist.

Marvin drones on, his self-important voice fills the bookstore.

“I am here today to defend Stanley Hay from some serious allegations that have been levelled at him. People have said that he has shown weakness and a lack of character, that he should have resisted the attempts to silence him. That he should have had more faith in people like me who are willing to come out and stand up for him publicly. That to submit to pressure on such a vital matter is a weak and a cowardly thing to do.”

Oh thank you, Marvin. This is speaking up for me? This is my defence?

“People have said that his behaviour has been shameful. That he is spineless, and has shown craven pusillanimity under fire. Still others have told me he is just a hack who got lucky, a Hollywood whore who kissed and told, a man who got a book deal he didn’t deserve while other more talented writers couldn’t even get a publisher. That he exploited his friends. That he exposed his lovers. That he bared the secrets of many innocent actresses who had no idea that their intimate moments would be blazed across the pages of a cheap memoir for all to read.”

I think this must be the first time the words innocent and actress have been used together in the same sentence. I hate him. He’s not through yet. He carries on defending me.

“Some people say that Stanley is a hypocrite. That he doesn’t give a fig for freedom of speech. That he is the Benedict Arnold of the bedroom. The Judas of the boudoir. The betrayer of Victoria’s Secret.”

He’s revelling in this. He must have been up all night writing this crap.

“They say he is a gutless toady, a parasite, a mess on the stain of humanity. And maybe he is. But I wouldn’t say it. Not because he’s my friend, but because I think it is utterly wrong to condemn a man before we have heard what he has to say. And that’s why we are here tonight ladies and gentlemen. This is his chance to defend himself from the many severe charges we have heard. So, will the real Stanley Hay please stand up. Ladies and gentlemen, Stanley Hay.”

Wow. He has just thrown me to the wolves. The audience looks at me like a pack of hungry lions who have just been chucked a Christian. Marvin leads the applause. The smug bastard has a big beam on his face. What can I say? How can I possibly defend myself? I can’t. I must kill him. Now. I’m out there heading for his throat. I actually do get my hands round his neck and begin choking him but Marvin pretends it’s a joke.

“Always so affectionate,” says Marvin squeakily.

I can feel his panic.

Wham. I’m elbowed aside by a powerful force as the Armani twins bound forward. I think they’re about to kill me, but no, they’re about to save me. From Marvin. He’s lifted off his feet and removed bodily. It’s like he’s weightless. He is gently but powerfully hoisted up by his elbows and propelled to the exit. He doesn’t lose his smile for a minute. He winks at the crowd as he is carried out. There is applause like we just pulled off a well-rehearsed comedy scene.

Only then do I see the gun. It’s pointed right at me, and the little guy in the pork pie hat has a gleam in his eye as he squeezes the trigger.

“So long, sucker,” he says. And I’m so close I can feel the powder burn. Pandemonium.

He disappears under a pile of bodies. But it’s too late. I’m down. Oh fuck. I’ve been shot.

All great American novels end with a death.

*

I didn’t die. Of course. In fact I’m strangely calm as I lie on the floor awaiting the ambulance. And soon I’m in Cedars and they are checking me for vital signs. It’s ok. My credit cards are intact.

Cedars. The legendary hospital. They all come here to die, or have their babies, or have their stomachs pumped from ODs. Frank Sinatra died here. There is a Steven Spielberg wing. You can guarantee a decent mention in Variety if you get in here. The doctors must major in journalism. I am in the emergency room and an admitting doctor has just examined my wallet. I am to be accepted, thanks to the Writers’ Guild. They are preparing my suite. I love that. They try to persuade you that you are at a major hotel, so that you won’t have a heart attack when you get the check.

“It’s just a minor bullet wound,” says the doctor. Like I disappointed him. I hate him already.

“Do you know the major cause of death in this country?” I ask innocently.

“What?” he says.

“Doctors” I say.

I am wheeled up to a high floor. I spend the rest of the day being examined, prodded, probed, starved, and X-rayed. Then I’m shunted into a room with an IV and a TV. I’m hooked up to both.

I’m feeling very sorry for myself when Sam’s head appears round the door.

“Did you die?”

“Not yet,” I say. “Though I have an appointment for tomorrow.”

“Oh that’s good, because I brought this,” he says, waving a bottle of bubbly. Vintage Cristal Louis too.

“Just pour it in the IV, will you,” I say.

“It’s not for you,” says Sam.

“It’s for us,” says Tish, coming through the door.

How do I instantly know that the “us” is Tish and Sam? How do I intuit in the second it takes to see she is looking great that she is here with Sam. That they are an item. That this is what they have come to tell me. There is an uncomfortable silence while I look at them.

“So,” says Sam eventually. “Apart from being shot, and me taking your girlfriend, I think that all went very well.”

I love Sam, he really makes me laugh.

“Do you hate us?” asks Tish.

“No,” I say. And I mean it.

“I must warn you if you are thinking of killing me I shall have to switch off your IV,” says Sam.

“Very fair.”

“Tish wrote a great synopsis of your book.”

So it was her. I should have guessed.

“I tried to stop her but she said you deserved it.”

“I can’t wait to read it, Stanley” she says.

“And rumor hath it that you made a ton on the film rights,” says Sam.

“Oh yes I did. Thanks.”

“So no hard feelings?”

“I have no feelings left at all, Sam,” I say. “I’m on powerful painkillers.”

“Oh good. Because we were hoping you’d be our best man.”

“I don’t think they’ll let me out for that.”

“They’re going to let you out in two days,” says Tish. “It’s only a minor bullet wound.”

I wish people wouldn’t keep saying that. It’s a fucking oxymoron.

“I don’t mean out of the hospital. I mean jail.”

“They can’t jail you for writing a bad book” says Sam.

“There is no book,” I say.

He doesn’t understand. So I explain. Maybe it’s the shock of the proximity of death, or maybe I feel I have nothing much left to lose, but I break the habit of a lifetime and I tell the truth.

“I never wrote a book. It doesn’t exist.”

Sam begins to laugh. He laughs and laughs and laughs. He laughs for five minutes. I think he’s going to die. Eventually a nurse comes in and gives him water. Even then he practically chokes on the water, he starts laughing again so hard. Each time he looks like he might stop he starts again.

“It’s not that funny,” I say

But that only sets him off.

“It’s magnificent, Stanley. It’s hysterical.”

He has another fit of hysteria.

“I wondered how you had the time to write a novel when you couldn’t manage to write a scene with me.”

“Oh my god,” says Tish. “That’s why you never showed it to me.”

“So you see I cannot attend your wedding as I shall be in San Pedro.”

“Bullshit,” says Sam.

“Sadly yes. I’m afraid I’m in deep doo doo this time.”

“I don’t think so” says Sam, turning on the TV.

Huge explosions in an eerily lit up city. It looks like the Valley. Screaming headlines announce Shock and Awe. Bush is bombing Baghdad.

I’m not in the headlines any more. The caravan has moved on.

Blitzing Baghdad two days before the Academy Awards. Bit tacky that timing. But mercifully they don’t cancel the Show. Steve Martin hosts and he is very good. I watch it on TV from my room in Cedars-Sinai. They left me the Cristal.

*

By the time I came out I was colder than Kato Kaelin.

They arrested the shooter at the scene. He seems quite mad. They didn’t ask who paid him. They just assumed he was a religious nut. But I suspect that husband.

It’s Marvin who puts me out of my misery. Because it was undoubtedly miserable at the end, waiting for the roof to fall in. In The Book That Never Was, first a blog in the Huffington Post and afterwards a much longer New Yorker piece, Marvin finally reveals that there was no book at all. He should know. He was supposed to be writing the screenplay. I guess in the end he didn’t have the balls to continue the fraud, or perhaps the skills to make one up. So he blew the whistle. Once on the internet the jig was up.

The movie deal conflated like a star that doesn’t quite become a black hole. The much hyped event movie ran out of energy and collapsed in on itself, like a white dwarf, all that tremendous heat dissipating into the empty space of Hollywood. Barry Levinson had looked interested for a while, before saying “Ya know, this just ain’t funny. Who gives a monkeys about a writer schtupping an actress?”

Pangloss sued. Richard Hume was removed. Given temporary leave of absence due to sickness, which euphemism hid a full-blown nervous breakdown. He still believed there was a book. He probably believes Truman Capote has a final book somewhere too.

I didn’t go to jail. The judge was kind. I had after all been shot. I could either pay back the costs to Pangloss (quite considerable) or, and here I heaved a sigh of relief, I could turn in the book I owed them. He gave me six months. Reminding me of what else I could be doing. So no Bubba time for me in San Pedro. I pled no contest to a series of misdemeanors and was allowed home.

Most of the advance money was gone. When you’re hot you have a tendency to spend like you’ll always be in heat, and as for fame, well, in Hollywood that is notoriously evanescent. It melts faster than the snow on the Santa Monica mountains. Fifteen minutes were all we were promised. Once I was no longer famous I had plenty of time to write. To write this, actually. My confessions. I am hoping for final absolution. Part of the conditions the judge laid on me, when he let me off with a warning.

Of course no one would employ me anymore.

And of course no one wanted the book. Not even Pangloss, now part of a vast German conglomerate. Too embarrassing, they said, when Morty, bless him, tried.

Oprah wouldn’t even let me on to confess.

That’s harsh.

That’s her role.

They said I wasn’t well enough known.

Sam got his own series on HBO playing a bullshit TV writer people say is modelled on me. He lives with Tish in the Valley. I hear she’s pregnant. It wouldn’t have worked out with us. We both know far too much about me.

There were of course people who said they’d known all along I was lying. And oddly a few (bless you ladies) who absolutely denied that nothing had taken place between us and insisted that it had, when of course it hadn’t. That made me sought after for a while by a certain kind of single woman. But my heart wasn’t in it. I suppose you could say that in a way I had grown up. As you age there are other things to concern you and other things to console you. I think we’re an interesting species and redemption is our gospel.

Redemption through suffering.

Redemption through sin.

Redemption through sex?

Why not?

DNA makes a mockery of us all. We either desire our masters or master our desires. We become old and better or old and bitter. Which one will you choose? All we can hope for is a disgraceful youth and a grateful decline into age. So I’m not trapped in some poetic justice of a jungle in South America reading Dickens to a Chieftain. I don’t watch for the green light over the water at East Egg. I live day by day.

And this is my book, your Honor.

There is still talk that it is going to be a movie …
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