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Regina Baptiste interview. Vanity Fair.

“Attack every role, whether you’re playing fragile or fearless, good or evil, you attack it, you let go, you live it, or you walk away and let a better actor have the part. I know that sounds silly and childish, because after all we’re in the business of make-believe. We have to sell it to ourselves first, then, as in make-believe, we make you believe. How does it feel when the camera is on? The camera is on and you’re a tool. A tool of the writer. A tool of the director. A tool of the cameraman. A tool of the guy who is in charge of lighting. And a tool of your own needs as an actor. We have to make it real. The competition? Many want you to succeed, but more than a few want you to fail. The pressure is ridiculous and every great acting career comes to an end, and for the performer oftentimes too soon. Norma Desmond? Well, yeah. A lot of us end up like Norma Desmond. You move from being a working actress to a celebrity who used to work. You move from being a grand movie star who has steady work to barely being able to secure a special guest spot on television. You have a star on the Walk of Fame, which to me is funny…a star on the ground…no one should be able to step on a star and leave it all dull and smudgy. Oh, don’t get me wrong. I want one. And this girl from Montana wants one badly. But, as I was saying. It’s strange. The Hollywood Walk of Fame. You’re walked all over by the public, all shapes and sizes of shoes stepping on your name, most of the public never looking down, so many names, so many people forgotten and yet trampled on daily, which I guess is symbolic, for some, not all, of the way most feel that they are treated in Hollywood. Women, we sacrifice our unborn babies, give up motherhood to become stars. Does having to compete for so few roles and being a woman in Hollywood scare me? It terrifies me. Norma Desmond was washed up before she was fifty. Time is not on a woman’s side in Hollywood. It’s our enemy. Clint Eastwood, Cary Grant, Peter Sellers, Morgan Freeman, all are or were in demand way beyond their half-century mark, and always paired up with female leads pretty much half or a third of their ages. Women have to do twice as much as men in half as much time.”


“That’s one thing I like about Hollywood. The writer is there revealed in his ultimate corruption. He asks no praise, because his praise comes to him in the form of a salary check. In Hollywood the average writer is not young, not honest, not brave, and a bit overdressed. But he is darn good company, which book writers as a rule are not. He is better than what he writes. Most book writers are not as good.”

—Raymond Chandler

“Audiences don’t know somebody sits down and writes a picture. They think the actors make it up as it they go along.”

—Sunset Boulevard, 1950

“Its [Hollywood’s] big men are mostly little men with fancy offices and a lot of money. A great many of them are stupid little men, with reach-me-down brains, small-town arrogance and a sort of animal knack of smelling out the taste of the stupidest part of the public. They have played in luck so long that they have come to mistake luck for enlightenment.”

—Raymond Chandler

“A celebrity is one who is known to many persons [that] he is glad he doesn’t know.”

—H. L. Mencken, US editor (1880–1956)



News for Johnny Bergs





	msnbc.com
	Superstar Johnny “Handsome” Bergs



	
	8 hours ago



	
	Rumors are circulating that actor Johnny Bergs has joined the Celebrity Sex Tape Club. But this is not a normal homemade sex tape with an unknown woman as his costar. Details are sketchy at this moment but the sex tape is said to be hotter than Japan’s nuclear reactor and involves Golden Globe–nominated actress Regina Baptiste. Apparently the tape was professionally filmed during production of their up-and-coming movie, and the clip is said to show how up-and-coming Johnny Bergs was on set. Regina Baptiste was only coming. Baptiste is married to writer James Thicke. Johnny Bergs is married to the business of Hollywood.



	
	CLICK HERE FOR OTHER CELEBRITY SEX TAPES



	
	Los Angeles Times (blog)—(500) related articles.





Chapter 1

I dropped the .38 on the passenger seat, then sped down a damp Sunset Boulevard. Johnny Handsome was bleeding, limping, running, fleeing, his trek looking like a scene from a horror film. He saw my car coming and stumbled out of the street before I could mow him down.

My anger wanted to chase him. But I was done with Johnny Handsome. For now, I was done with him. I had to get to my home in Los Feliz and kill Regina Baptiste. As I changed lanes like a madman, as I ran traffic lights, as I passed by the proliferation of homoerotic male pinups advertising every product from Calvin Klein underwear to aftershave, as I passed by ads touting female models with bodies so perfect as to make ordinary women feel inferior, I knew that by the end of the night my wife would be dead and I’d be holding a smoking gun and trembling.

Soon I would have to speed-dial a dream team of well-dressed and overpriced attorneys.

Traffic became as brutal as the beating that I had given America’s favorite actor. Rain came from the dark sky so fast that my windshield wipers lost the battle with the storm. Most of the surface streets that led into the homes below Griffith Park had a poor drainage system, so by the time I made it back to my zip code, the roads that flowed into 90027 were flooded and it looked like traffic was backed up for miles. Angry brake lights screamed in my face.

But the driving conditions were no match for the paparazzi. Like flies drawn to shit, they had come to my estate, were buzzing around my property, the residence that I shared with Regina Baptiste, the stunning actress who was willing to do anything to make herself famous. If she had been ugly the streets would be empty and the cameras pointed in a different direction. Stunning Hollywood actress fucks up. The pack salivates and attacks like hungry wolves. She had sold her soul. She had destroyed our marriage. She had earned herself the bright lights of fame and infamy. America loved it when people fell. Hollywood loved it more. TMZ loved it the most.

Regina Baptiste’s face stared at me from a billboard, an advert for her new perfume.

Heavenly, mysterious, the naked fragrance he will want to embrace for an eternity.

Baptize your senses in a touch of heavenly elegance.

MAPONA by REGINA BAPTISTE.

Face flawless, wearing diamonds and her smoldering grin, she spied down on me from the land of soy lattés, macrobiotic baby food, tofu, and Xanax. Her goddess-like image was very powerful, yet very accessible, very womanly, unremorsefully and lethally womanly.

MAPONA by REGINA BAPTISTE.

Also on that billboard was a male model, his face unseen, holding her as if she was the woman all men desired. My cellular rang. I looked down and thought that I would see my wife’s name on the display. But it was one of Hollywood’s power brokers calling me. The cellular was connected to the car’s hands-free system and answered automatically. I didn’t say anything. I sat in the car, in the rain, watching the press as they stalked my once peaceful home.

Two police cars were parked outside the gate. The long arm of the law had arrived.

“James.”

“Hazel Tamana Bijou.”

“Where are you?”

“Two minutes away from my estate with a gun in my hand.”

“Please don’t do anything else stupid.”

“You heard about my little meeting with Johnny Handsome?”

“What did you do to Johnny? You have set Twitter and Facebook on fire.”

“I beat his ass.”

“You attacked Johnny Bergstein?”

“Where are you, Hazel?”

“I’m in Atlanta. Good Lord, James. You don’t mess with Johnny Bergs. Not that family.”

“I have to find Regina. It’s her turn now.”

“Do not do anything to Regina. Do you hear me?”

“Atlanta. You’re missing all the fun, Hazel.”

“I left LAX eight hours ago…made it to Hartsfield ahead of severe thunderstorms, damn tornadoes, and winds at sixty-miles-per-hour. I’m trapped here in this god-awful place. Otherwise I’d be on a plane back to Los Angeles at this very moment. I’d come help.”

“I should’ve left a bullet in his fucking face.”

“Wait, you have a gun?”

“It’s America. We all have guns. Robert Blake, Phil Spector, the kids at Columbine, the D.C. sniper, cops, drug dealers, and angry husbands. God bless the Republicans and the NRA.”

“Please, James. Think before you do something that will have you in jail forever.”

“O.J. got off. Blake got off. Spector got off the first time. Why not me?”

“James. Tell me that you’re joking about the gun.”

“Which side of this line are you standing on?”

“I am on your side. Your wife, well, that ambitious actress is a vindictive piece of work to say the least, but I still have to work with her on this issue as well. And you. The former gives me no pleasure and the latter is where my professional effort remains.”

“The film? Someone forwarded that clip to my phone.”

“It was sent to my phone too, James. Sent from an unknown number.”

“It was sent to mine unknown as well. It’s all over the Internet.”

“It’s gone viral.”

“How many hits?”

“You don’t want to know. I’m working on getting it shut down.”

“The damage is done. It’s probably been bootlegged and is being sold on every corner.”

“James, I saw it. It was shocking, to say the least. I’m already fighting for that part of the film to be removed and shelved permanently, even for the release of the DVD. My lawyers are on it. I have to get ahead of the game. But for now, I’m in a battle on your behalf so we can keep it rated at R, not at NC-17 or X. If it goes NC-17 or X, those parts will still be in the film.”

“Do you ever leave work mode, Hazel? Do you? I don’t care about NC-17 or X at this moment in my life. In the morning, the next day, maybe. Now, I don’t care about a movie rating.”

“Sorry, James. Forgive me for sounding insensitive, but I’m in your corner and I’m already on the phone and online looking out for you.”

“It’s posted on Facebook. It’s posted on Twitter and being re-tweeted.”

“Calm down, James.”

“What the hell happened? And don’t ask me to accept this shit because of its artistic value. He fucked my wife on camera. My wife fucked him on camera. I saw the fucking money shot. I saw it, Hazel. How in the fuck did Regina Baptiste…what the hell happened on set?”

“James, I have no idea. Last I heard they were having problems with that scene. They improvised. They took liberties with the script. And with that one improvised sex scene, this production changed into an out-of-control version of Nine Songs meets Lie to Me.”

“Was Regina coerced into fucking her costar on camera in front of everybody?”

“James, you saw as much as I saw. I have no idea what happened on set. Nine Songs set a precedent, showed the actors having real sex, and maybe this director felt as if he had to follow that controversy, if only for the sake of generating buzz about his next film. Mr. Director would sacrifice us all and write his name in the blood of others in order to make his reputation.”

“That is what Alan Smithee does best.”

“And he does it well. Alan Smithee cares only about Alan Smithee.”

“This is a nightmare. He took my script…and my wife…this is a nightmare.”

“This project has been a nightmare for me and everyone involved. And as a co-producer I know that somewhere along the line, even if unbeknownst to me due to my ambitions and the way I drive people to be successful, maybe I was the spark that lit this fire, as I did want more, want better, want perfection, but this was too much, even for me.”

“I have my gun, Hazel. I can create a climactic chapter with a few bullets.”

“James, no. Just meet me and we can talk this thing through.”

“I’m so fucking done.”

“I swear, what happened on set that last day of shooting was out of my immediate jurisdiction and beyond my control. And I can’t make choices for actors. I can’t control directors any more than a man can control the choices that an ambitious woman makes.”

“Yeah, I know. No man can control a woman’s choices; good, bad, or otherwise.”

“What she has done, in the end, will do as much for her career as being in The Lover did for Jane March. Once you do a part like that, you’re the chick who fucks in movies, nothing more. Men don’t suffer from having sex on camera. Women do. Regina Baptiste will be done in Hollywood. In this matter I can speak my mind and make threats and phone calls, but despite my roar I am powerless. You, me, no one in production, we didn’t see this coming.”

“Nice choice of words.”

“James—”

“This is unreal.”

“I’m so glad you answered your cell. I’m so glad.”

“The car answered. Just when I thought it respected me.”

“Either way, intentional or accidental, I’ve been trying to reach you since everyone started blowing up my BlackBerry. You’ve deleted your Facebook account.”

“Suspended. Those information-stealing fucks don’t actually let you delete Facebook.”

“All of your AOL, Gmail, and Yahoo! accounts have vanished.”

“When I need you, I’ll e-mail you from a phone. More than likely I will have to send you a message to come and post a multimillion-dollar bail, or help me escape the country.”

My cellular rang again. This time the caller ID read DRIVER. I told Hazel to hold on and then I clicked over and talked with one of my loyal employees. He was paid to be loyal.

In the deep voice of a strong man Driver said, “You didn’t wait for me.”

“Some things a man has to do on his own, Driver.”

“I know that. We all have to fight our own battles at some point.”

I looked at the blood on my fist, then opened and closed my hand.

He said, “Miss Baptiste isn’t at the estate. All the workers have been calling each other, so I know that for a fact. One of your cars is gone, so they assumed she left in the Bentley.”

I held my gun, gritted my teeth. “So she’s not there.”

He asked, “What can I do?”

“It’s done. The first half of it is done. The second half, in due time.”

“I wanted to stop you before you did something that couldn’t be fixed.”

“Drive by Sunset and La Brea.”

“Sunset and La Brea. I’ll head that way.”

“At the intersection.”

“Oh. Bobby Holland dropped off flowers and a package at the estate.”

“That bastard came to my house? Bobby Holland came to my house?”

“Saw him when I was there looking for you. Miss Baptiste’s ex came to your estate.”

“In this world he’s nothing but an animalcule that jacks off to the misery of others. Tell the guards to kick his Norwegian ass if he comes back. If you do it I’ll double your pay.”

I let Driver go and clicked back over to Hazel Tamana Bijou.

She asked, “Was that Regina?”

“No. She’s not answering my calls. Calls are going to voice mail.”

“Don’t do anything crazy. Sit on it for a moment. You’re enraged. Running on emotions. Think. Call me back at this number. Call anytime. Send up a smoke signal before you do something foolish. James, I pulled you into this business, fought for you and the first screenplay you wrote, and your work pushed my career to where it is now. Back then I told you about the crossroads where many came to sell their souls to the devil. It cost me my marriage. We’re standing here together now, and I’ll fight with you. I’m a warrior. But I am also your friend.”

“I guess what she did is part of the feminist movement.”

“Bullshit. I am a woman. And as a woman what transpired on set is an embarrassment. It has cheapened every woman in the business and I no longer want my name associated with the wretched project, but I still must see this catastrophe through until the end.”

I paused. “You heard the applause.”

“I heard it, James. I heard the applause.”

As anger made it impossible to breathe, I fell silent. Watched traffic and rain.

For the first time since birth I was speechless. Absolutely without words.

The phone buzzed again. Driver was calling back. I didn’t answer.

Hazel asked, “What are you going to do, James? Talk to me.”

My head ached and as I looked at my loaded .38, I hung up my phone.

My quandary had me nonplused.

The phone rang again and the car answered without my permission.

“Driver. What’s up?”

“The Porsche is still sitting in traffic, window broken, engine running.”

“That’s the way I left it. No sign of Bergs?”

“No sign. Raining hard. A tow truck is pulling up. Police are already here.”

“Then it won’t do me any good to come back that way and finish what I started.”

I couldn’t go home. Not now. Not for a while. I told Driver what I needed.

“Everything.” I said that, then grimaced and repeated, “Everything in a U-Haul.”

I killed the call the way I wanted to kill Johnny Handsome and Regina Baptiste.

If a man has never wanted to kill a woman, a man has never really been in love.

I looked down at my wet T-shirt. SUCK IT EASY. Spots of pink were on its golden front. It was his blood mixed with rainwater. It was Johnny Handsome’s blood splattered all over my clothing. The knuckles on my right hand were raw, blood dripping back into my palm.

Not far away, in the hills above my home stood the iconic HOLLYWOOD sign.

Hollywood was where a man could have everything, and still have nothing.

It was my home. But I had to leave the land of lights, camera, and action.

I had to get out of here; I had to make myself disappear.

The billboard with my wife’s sensual smile stared down on me as I made a U-turn.

Her image remained in my rearview mirror as if she was following my retreat.

Anyone who didn’t know about Regina Baptiste before, did now. I wouldn’t be able to walk down the street without seeing her face on a newspaper or up high on a billboard. She was everywhere. The problem was being James Thicke. I didn’t want to be James Thicke anymore.

The phone rang again, a roaring monster that refused to sleep.

My eyes were closed, head throbbing, breathing curt, and the car answered.

He said, “James Thicke. I know you’re there. I can hear you breathing.”

“Bobby Holland. The only man I know whose voice sounds better on mute.”

“I’ve been trying to reach you and Regina Baptiste to talk about this prop—”

“You know we return calls up here, not by the squeaky wheel, but from most important to least. I was going to get around to you, hopefully before I turned eighty, ninety at the latest. I hadn’t called you, but you were on the list. The problem is not that you were at the bottom of mine, but that I was at the top of yours. That’s the source of your angst, bad prioritizing.”

“We sat next to each other in class at USC.”

“We were in the same room. I never sat next to you.”

“And we did a movie together.”

“A project that I want to forget. I had to sue you to get paid. We had a contract. It took me four years to get paid. And then you had the audacity to demote me in the credits, from ‘screenplay by’ to ‘story by’, so I had to sue you again. So fuck you, you piece of talentless shit.”

“You betrayed me and took my woman. She betrayed me and went to you.”

“Fate. You couldn’t handle her. I’m the better man. Take your pick.”

A pause rested between us, as comfortable as a bed made of rocks and bad memories.

“I need to see you right away, Thicke. Not on the phone. Face-to-face. I had hoped that we could be civilized long enough to sit down for dinner tomorrow night at Crustacean.”

“A bottom-feeder wants to meet at a place named after bottom-feeders.”

“I need investors. I need your money. And I need a hot script. I want your script.”

“Here’s a script that you can write yourself. It’ll be autobiographical. Down-and-out film director coping with a myriad of crises, personal and professional, from alimony to child support to IRS to being jilted by beautiful women, lies and cheats as he struggles to misdirect another mediocre film as he deals with fights and all the drama associated with the cast and crew.”

He raged, “Bet you’re glad that you married her now, you prick. How does it feel to see your wife on camera fucking another man? That whore is the new Paris goddamn Hilton.”

I hung up on him. The sky puked rain from the blackness over my head.

I drove like a man leaving the scene of a deadly crime. Woebegone, I sped toward restless nights. My heart ached. Blood dripped from my right hand. Demons rose around me.

Regina Baptiste had brought humiliation to my gates, had shame at my front door.

In this town, everybody got fucked over.

It just took me a while to make it to the front of the line.



News for Johnny Bergs





	msnbc.com
	Superstar Johnny “Handsome” Bergs beaten



	
	8 hours ago



	
	A deranged fan attacked Johnny Bergs as he sat in traffic. No details have surfaced. Witnesses claim that they saw a man pull Johnny Bergs from his Porsche and pummel the superstar. Johnny Bergs fled in the rain. Rumors have swirled that the attack may be related to what happened on the set of his latest movie. His costar is Golden Globe–nominated actress Regina Baptiste. Apparently…



	
	Los Angeles Times (blog)—(6000) related articles.





News for Johnny Bergs





	msnbc.com
	4 hours ago



	
	Witnesses said that superstar Johnny Bergs was pulled from his 1955 Porsche 550 Spyder and assaulted in rush-hour traffic. A witness driving in the next lane likened the brawl to Danny “Partridge” Bonaduce pounding Barry “Greg Brady” Williams, with Johnny Handsome Berg being Greg Brady in that one-sided fight. Reps for Johnny Bergs said, “Johnny is no f**king Greg Brady. Johnny Bergs is a black belt. He’s Moses Bergs’s son and Moses raised his five boys to be bona fide shit kickers. Johnny Bergs is tougher than John Wayne’s old boots and could take down three Marines, Schwarzenegger in his prime, Stallone in his prime, and Bruce Lee without breaking a sweat. So all of that bullshit is a lie.”



	
	Los Angeles Times (blog)—(4700) related articles.





News for Johnny Bergs





	msnbc.com
	2 hours ago



	
	Johnny Bergs Tweeted that no one had pulled him from his Porsche, and no one would dare. Moments later, he told his followers on Twitter and Facebook that his Porsche had been stolen since he left the country. His missing Porsche was the same model as the one James Dean was driving when he died. The man who had stolen Johnny Bergs’s prized automobile, rumor has it, was tracked down by his bodyguard/stuntman/lookalike brother then pulled from Johnny Bergs’s car and beaten on the corner of Sunset and La Brea. No video was posted. Johnny Bergs’s publicist verified that the superstar (and member of the Hollywood A-List women’s club) wasn’t in Los Angeles at the time of the alleged incident and has been relaxing with one (or more) of his many women in the Recloeta area of Buenos Aires since finishing his project with his latest conquest, the very married Regina Baptiste, who engaged in real sex on camera. The torrid scene from that untitled movie was leaked online and immediately went viral. Johnny Bergs’s climactic performance has made him the talk of the town and three quarters of a million new fans are following him on Twitter, his sex-on-film second only to the headlines created by Charlie Sheen’s meltdown. Insiders present on the set deny speculation that the sex is CGI created as a publicity stunt. The usually vocal Regina Baptiste has made no comment.



	
	(CLICK HERE FOR PHOTOS OF THE WOMEN JOHNNY HAS SHAGGED DATED)



	
	Los Angeles Times (blog)—(9700) related articles.





News for Johnny Bergs





	msnbc.com
	4 hours ago



	
	Johnny Bergs was captured on camera phone today, his face beaten and nearly unrecognizable. A photo of his badly broken nose, broken jaw, and severely bruised face was just posted at MEDIATAKEOUT.COM. A porn star-goddess-girlfriend whom Johnny Bergs was spending time with snapped the photos and took video with her iPhone as he slept, allegedly drugged up on her prescribed Vicodin as well as her medicinal weed and cocaine—a combination that he has been on for months. She also stated that Johnny Bergs never went to Brazil. (Bergs’s porn goddess thought that Buenos Aires was in Brazil.) She said that Johnny Bergs had called her to come rescue him after he was attacked on Sunset Boulevard. He had abandoned his car and locked himself inside a bathroom at an Arco gas station, too terrified to come out because he feared that his attacker was chasing him. She said that Bergs was battered, bleeding, screaming that his face was ruined, and crying like a two-year-old. Video has surfaced, but the quality is too poor to make out faces. However, the car is indeed the same make and model of the Porsche owned by Johnny Bergs, but there was no clear shot of the license plates. The porn star said that she came forward after seeing the video of him having sex with Regina Baptiste. She said that the film is real.
She knows Johnny’s penis by sight and says that if she were blindfolded and given ten penises she could feel and taste the difference. Bergs eats a lot of asparagus. She said that Johnny Bergs was ranting that he is planning to sue James Thicke for all that he is worth. After reviewing the video she also said that she was better in bed than Regina Baptiste and recommended that Regina stick to acting. See the porn goddess at work on sites including youporn.com.



	
	James Thicke, the man who allegedly attacked Johnny Bergs, was the writer of the screenplay for the movie starring his wife and Johnny Bergs. He has not issued a statement or been seen since the alleged incident.



	
	Los Angeles Times (blog)—(9700) related articles.





Chapter 2

Facebook, MySpace, Bebo, Friendster, hi5, Orkut, PerfSpot, Zorpia, Netlog, Habbo, LinkedIn, Ning, Tagged, Flixster, Xanga, Badoo, MiGente, StudiVZ, and Twitter were all ablaze.

Less than twenty-four hours later, with eyes sunken and hollow and a body that was sleep deprived, I parked on a side street in Hollywood and stepped away from my car and slid behind the wheel of a U-Haul. Driver had left the U-Haul where I had instructed. I took to the streets and made it to the freeways and exited the 605 at Imperial Highway. Downey, California. Southeast of Los Angeles. An area that, before the arrival of conquering Europeans, was formerly populated by the Native Americans known as the Tongva.

Rambunctious music came from every apartment and every car that passed by, angry, vulgar songs that cycled the same five notes to express about as much emotion and intelligence as a dial tone. The place seemed to prove that the gods ignored the weak and aided the strong. It was a good place for me to get lost until the media found new prey.

I started to unload my furniture and drag boxes to the second floor, only to find the elevator deceased. One of the neighbors saw me struggling with the mattress. He was well-built, a man with pale green eyes, dark brown wavy hair, a cleft in his chin and dimples in his cheeks, a blue-collar man who probably had women galore in these worn out buildings.

He introduced himself and said, “Chet Holder.”

A dozen names went through my head. Curt Cannon, Hunt Collins, Richard Marsten, Richard Bachman. But my mind remained with my wife and one name had stuck.

I bypassed all of those and said, “Varg Veum.”

“Interesting name. Where you from?”

I paused to remember. “Bergen, on the west coast of Norway.”

“You’re a long way from home.”

After the mattress was inside my apartment, I thanked him. I thought that he’d go on about his way, but he followed me back down to the truck and unloaded more furniture. We made it back just in time to watch a Spanish family curse at a Muslim family because they had parked in their assigned parking spot. The Spanish man called the Muslim man a terrorist just as many times as the Muslim man shouted that his neighbor was an illegal wetback. Mr. Holder went over and diffused the verbal war before it became another Sunset and La Brea moment.

I opened and closed my aching hand and said, “They were vicious.”

“Get used to it. Pointless battles are waged at this complex at least once a week.”

“Has anybody been killed down here?”

“Not in a couple of years. Stabbings mostly. Weekends. Alcohol related.”

Mr. Holder scratched his head and looked over what was left, then settled on the dresser. There were blankets and mats inside the truck. He covered the dresser with the blankets. Then we carried it down the ramp and walked it into the stairwell, the turns severe.

He said, “You got a good grip on your end of the dresser?”

“I’ve got a good grip.”

“Looks like the furniture at Italy 2000. I go down to the store in Hawthorne from time to time and walk around and dream about being able to sit and sleep on furniture as nice as this.”

I said, “Don’t hit the wall. It’s padded, but the pad might be too thin.”

“I can handle the weight on my end.”

I said, “I’ll pay you for helping me move this heavy stuff.”

“I’m not doing this for money. When a man sees another man who needs help, he should help that man. That would make the world a much better place. A man never knows when the tides will turn and he’ll be the one who will need help.”

My arms and legs ached. My right hand was still swollen, weak from the attack. Mr. Holder helped me unload one of the bookcases. Moving up the concrete stairs made enough noise to cause insults to fly out of the windows at the midnight hour. We were being rained on by profanity from men, women, and children, yells that sounded like the outcries from a many-headed beast, roars and bellows and rudeness and ignorance that Mr. Holder told me to ignore.

I said, “I have a mattress that I can sleep on.”

“That’s a nice mattress too. I bet it cost a mint.”

“Overstock.com had a sale.”

“Must’ve been some sale.”

“The people upstairs are still screaming at us.”

“Ignore them.”

“You sure about that?”

He said, “The wolf attacks with its fang, the bull with its horn, the asshole with curses.”

When we made it back down to the truck, a woman with a very nice figure was standing in the darkness, stationed at the rear of the rental, peeping inside at my belongings, her back to us. She had on a light blue Nike tracksuit. Her hair was long, hung to the middle of her back and was colored as bright as the noonday sun.

Mr. Holder said, “Sweet Isabel, you looking for something to steal?”

“This is lovely furniture. I should steal the entire lorry and make a mint.”

Her accent told me that she was British. She turned and faced us, her smile broad and welcoming, her physical build as delicious as her mild California tan. She was a mature, beautiful woman. Just like a woman I had dated and fallen in love with before I married.

Isabel said, “You have all of this nice stuff and you’re going to just leave it unguarded while you march up and down the stairs in this crummy place? What kind of berk are you?”

Mr. Holder said, “Isabel, this is Varg Veum. Varg, that is the lovely Isabel Beaupierre.”

I said, “Nice to meet you, Isabel Beaupierre. I’m the berk in question.”

She possessed cobalt eyes and a face that reminded me of blue-blooded Helena Bonham Carter. Isabel made strong eye contact and gave me a firm handshake.

She said, “Varg Veum?”

I nodded and felt a combination of guilt and frustration taking control of my expression. She looked me up and down, as if she had come from a long line of barons and baronesses, diplomats and people in power. She, like me, didn’t fit in with the surroundings.

She hesitated. “Varg Veum, where are you moving all of this lovely furniture?”

“E-213.”

“Well, Varg, if you and Chet don’t mind, I’m going to keep my eyes on the lorry. There are a lot of sticky fingers around here and they’ll burgle you without a moment’s notice. I’ve lost more things than I care to remember here, my sweet virginity not being one of them.”

She was curious about my furniture and regarded me with undisguised suspicion.

Cars passed. Neighbors walked by speaking in vulgar slang.

From the third floor, a television screamed loud and clear. I heard Regina Baptiste’s name and I looked up, my heart beating fast, and was bombarded by what I was avoiding. A neighbor was in her window, entertaining a man in an intimate way, her radio obnoxious.

Sex tapes are important these days, and she has one. Thirty years ago they shut down an actor’s career and they’d be lucky to get a job working at a Dairy Queen along a barren stretch of I-10 in the middle of Texas. Now they are goldmines. Sex tapes are profitable for those who want exposure but have no real talent, other than spitting or swallowing. But Baptiste has talent and now we will see that in more ways than one. Make that money and congrats to Baptiste. And in the meantime, will somebody please find us a Scarlett Johansson or Halle Berry sex tape? Beckinsale, Alba, Lopez, Natalie Portman, Keira Knightley, Camilla Belle, time to up your games.

A horn blew and pulled me away from that broadcast. A new black Lincoln Town Car crept down the side of the building and pulled over. The man at the wheel turned his lights off and eased out. He was six foot two and dark as an open road. That was his description of himself. I’d steal a line from a Janis Ian song, “Society’s Child,” and say that his face was clean and shining black as night. He was bald, wore frameless glasses, expensive black suit.

I excused myself and went to Driver.

He said, “This isn’t the place I recommended. I said the Park Regency Club.”

“Well, I saw this one first and its beauty caught my eye.”

“We’re going to have to get your eyes checked, Thicke. Your mind too.”

“It’s not as nice as Park Regency Club Apartments. They have a nicer gate. But this will do. Five freeways are nearby. Food Lion and Target and Starbucks and a lot of other shopping are right up Imperial. If I decide to leave or need to clear my head, the Metro station is within walking distance. Downtown L.A. in about twenty minutes. Long Beach in about the same time.”

“Yeah. It’s not for me to question, Thicke.”

“Reminds me of my childhood.”

He repeated, “Not for me to question.”

“I know that it makes no sense to you. But at the moment it does to me. I need the world to stop. I need the off button. I just want some time. I just want to rest and be by myself. If I can’t make it stop, maybe I’ll just go back to the days I used to sell gum and sodas on the streets.”

“No need to explain. I just follow orders and collect my check.”

I said, “You packed the whole damn cottage.”

“That one-bedroom cottage is your office. And you said to pack your office.”

“You overdid it.”

“What were your instructions?”

“To pack everything in my office.”

“Well, leave what you don’t want inside the truck and I’ll take it back.”

“It’s here now. I’ll make it work out.”

“I’m done for the day. Let me take off my coat and help.”

“One of the neighbors is helping. Looks like he’s going to see it through.”

Driver said, “Regina Baptiste didn’t return to the house.”

“I called her publicist’s office and no one would talk to me. Same for her management team. Her mom and dad haven’t heard from her and had the nerve to ask me what I had done.”

“Johnny Handsome?”

“I messed him up pretty bad.”

“Yeah. His daddy, Moses Bergstein, was being interviewed. Daddy is outraged. Word is he was a gangster when he was back east, decades ago. Johnny is the only one he sent to college. Then this acting thing jumped off and made that family like a thugged-out royal family.”

“If you hear something about Johnny, let me know. If you find him, call me. I don’t care if his old man was John Gotti or Al Capone, I would love to pick up where we left off.”

“With legerity.”

Driver took in the worn complex, then eased back inside the town car and drove away.

Mr. Holder had continued moving boxes to the edge of the truck in my short absence. Isabel watched the town car as it left the complex, then she regarded me in search of answers.

Mr. Holder asked, “Who was that?”

“He was lost. Gave him directions.”

Ten minutes later another one of the neighbors had stopped and spied inside the truck. She was in her late-twenties, breathing hard, very sweaty. She wore black workout gear, low-rise sweats, the jacket opened over her soaking-wet sports bra. She was five-ten, her hair in a ponytail that hit the middle of her back, and she held a half-empty water bottle in her left hand.

She said, “After sixteen years you’re finally moving out of this dump, Mr. Holder?”

“No, helping this young man with his belongings. Elevator is out.”

She looked at me with familiarity, and then she smiled. “Oh, hi.”

Mr. Holder said, “Varg, this is Mrs. Patrice Evans. Mrs. Evans, this is Varg Veum.”

She swallowed before she asked, “What do you do, Varg?”

I paused, thought, and then gave her eye contact. “Photographer.”

“Praise the Lord. My husband and I need a photographer. You have a card?”

“Not at the moment. My hands are full at present. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

“Where’s your apartment?”

She had cornered me, and Mr. Holder knew, so I had to tell her the truth.

Then her cellular rang.

Isabel was there observing and evaluating my goods, but hadn’t said a word since Patrice had arrived. Not until then did Isabel open her mouth. She said, “Your husband is calling you, young lady. You’d best run along because you know Ted hates for you to be gone too long.”

Patrice looked back at me. “I’ll get your card some other time, Varg.”

Mr. Holder and Isabel didn’t say anything. But they both wore frowns of disapproval.

Two hours later, when we were done, when the natives had finished shouting their threats at us, after the truck was locked up, Isabel shook my hand again. She held onto my hand, bit her lower lip then regarded me with a kind smile formed underneath suspicious eyes.

She said, “Chet tells me that you have roots abroad. In Norway, he said.”

I nodded. “Bergen.”

She backed away, told Mr. Holder goodnight and waved good-bye.

Mr. Holder stayed with me, was in no hurry to go home. We jumped in the U-Haul and I took him down to Marina del Rey to grab a middle-of-the-night bite to eat at Jerry’s Deli.

Mr. Holder told me that he was fifty, was married in his twenties, had an adult daughter. He was divorced and estranged from his only child for the last fifteen years, laid off three times, bankrupted once, and now he was trying to get back on his feet and get his life in order.

He showed me a photo of his daughter. It was a picture from fifteen years ago when she was around ten or eleven years old. She was a pretty girl in pigtails, with a wholesome face.

He said, “We’ve finally gotten back in contact with each other after over twenty years.”

“That’s great.”

“She’s getting married, so she tells me. She said she’s going to come out here to meet me so we can get reacquainted. Said she wants me to be in her wedding and walk with her.”

Two police officers came inside the diner and sat next to two beautiful Central American girls who were seated in the rear of the place. I tensed and lowered my head.

Mr. Holder asked, “You scared of the police? What’s going on?”

Again enraged, I massaged my temples. “You have time for a long conversation?”

He nodded.

While we ate, I told him who I was. I told Mr. Holder my real name. It had only been a few hours, but being Varg Veum was already too hard. I told him more about my wife. About the situation. About the screenplay. Mr. Holder sat across from me mouth open, speechless.

He nodded. “Can you sue?”

“I’ll probably get sued for attacking Johnny Handsome.”

“Johnny Handsome?”

“Johnny Bergs. You probably know him as Johnny Bergs.”

“I own a lot of his movies. You serious? That’s who your wife had an affair with?”

He had called it an affair. I didn’t know what to call what had happened. It was ridicule.

I didn’t say anything. I wished that I could have taken back what I had already said.

He said, “So you’re running.”

“I’m not running. Only the guilty run. And my wife has run. She’s logged on to our Expedia account and booked a one-way ticket to the Netherlands, to Amsterdam. She went someplace where not many would recognize her face.”

“Hell, go on the talk shows. That’s what you Hollywood people do. Go on the attack. Tell them what your wife did. Get that political spin and make it work in your favor.”

“It does a man no good to attack a woman, no matter how wrong she is.”

“You left without saying a word in your own defense. They’re going to say that you ran.”

“They’re going to say all kinds of things. That’s what the tabloids do. I’m sure that Johnny Handsome will have a great spin for this. Regina is probably working on hers too.”

Mr. Holder’s cellular rang. He took the call, said that he was out with a friend and he’d be back home in a couple of hours. Then he closed his phone and sipped his coffee.

I asked, “That was your wife?”

He smiled. “No, I have a girlfriend. She lives with me.”

“Didn’t mean to pull you away.”

“I needed a break.”

Outside, the darkness was losing its edge, sunrise impending, and I shifted in my seat.

He asked, “How are you feeling?”

“I’m numb one moment, like now, and the next I’m out of control.”

“In too much pain to feel, then you feel too much pain to think straight.”

I nodded. “Sounds like you can relate.”

“Living with Kerri-Anne did have its good moments, but those moments of quiet were like the one-minute rest between three-minute rounds.”

“Kerri-Anne?”

“My daughter’s mother’s name was Kerri-Anne. Now I’m shacking up with a Vera-Anne.”

Another moment slipped by. He told me that when he was young, around my age, he had been very arrogant, but confessed that he had been chastened by life’s hardships and was now more cognizant of his own failings and weaknesses. Over the last few hours, I had been humbled too.

Misery loved company. Mr. Chetwyn Holder was a good man and good company.

I said, “Mrs. Evans said that you’ve been living at The Apartments for sixteen years.”

“A lion has to be in the jungle in order to exist. A lion understands the jungle. It understands the hunt. You take a lion and drop him off in the suburbs, away from his wilderness, and he has no idea how to survive. Most of the people in this complex, this is their jungle.”

“There’s only one world, Mr. Holder. Only one jungle.”

Mr. Holder said, “The guy in the suit, who was he?”

“An employee of mine. He’s my driver.”

“Your chauffeur?”

“You could call him that, yeah. But I just call him my driver. It’s not that serious.”

He nodded and had an expression on his face that was hard to read.

I said, “I need another favor, if I’m not asking too much.”

“What you need?”

“I need to take the U-Haul back up by Hollywood and Vermont, then pick up my car.”

“You sound nervous about that. What kind of car you drive?”

I smiled a thin smile. “The kind I don’t want anyone seeing me drive.”

Televisions were on in the diner. It was the late-night recap of all of the late shows. My humiliation was a running joke on TMZ, Letterman, Leno, Kimmel, The Colbert Report, The Daily Show, and a dozen other shows that chastised the ups and mocked the downs of those living in Hollywoodland. Regina Baptiste was getting her fifteen minutes of fame, was being talked about, laughed about, was being made infamous and lauded in one punch line. Johnny Handsome was called a stud muffin. It would do wonders for his image. When a man looked that good, they all wanted to fuck him and reproduce. That was the joke that women on shows like The View told. Fucking the handsome man. Trading up and finding a better spot in the DNA pool. Pretty babies. My wife was sullied and I was the Jennifer Aniston of this joke. I was the also-ran in this nightmare. My life’s pain was being played out by others, the fodder of jokes and punch lines. Anger rising, I looked around the sparsely populated diner to see if anyone recognized me.

Again, on the television a comedienne was being spotlighted for her crass wittiness.

Could you see that in a prison scene? Johnny Bergs confronting Greg Brady in the prison yard; next scene, Greg Brady making sweet love to Johnny Bergs like he’s on the bottoms end of Brokeback Mountain?

The audience exploded with laughter then applauded the mean-spirited joke.

She had cleaned her act up for television. Yesterday I had heard the uncensored version of the same routine. It pissed me off. At least I wasn’t seen as Greg Brady in that joke.

I took care of the bill. Mr. Holder insisted on leaving the tip. And then we headed back for the U-Haul. The air was brisk. The dark skies were struggling to become a brand new day.

Once inside the U-Haul Mr. Holder looked up at the ominous sky and said, “Good thing you moved in tonight. The storm break is ending. It’s supposed to rain again all day tomorrow.”

“Yeah. Another storm is on the way.”

I said that, and then I looked at the swollen knuckles and my scarred hand.
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