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This is a work of fiction. Many public figures appear in the text. Their speech and actions as depicted here are figments of the author’s imagination except where supported by the public record.

There are those who feel that fact and fiction are significantly less distinguishable than they used to seem to be. They might say, as ABC Television did in its introduction to The Heroes of Desert Storm: “Tonight’s film is based on true stories and interweaves news footage and dramatizations with actors and actual participants. To achieve realism no distinction is made among these elements.”







Wag the Dog

TEN YEARS AFTER
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WAG THE DOG is about reality as fiction.

First there was a war.

I was watching it on television. I said to someone, “That’s a made for TV movie.” I didn’t get the response I wanted, which would have either been a burst of laughter or a sense of sudden recognition. I suspect they thought that I meant that it was like a mini-series or that the broadcasters were treating it like one.

That wasn’t what I meant. I meant it was scripted and directed and being played for an audience, us, the voters in the apparent democracy of America.

In order to explain it, to demonstrate it, to prove it, I wrote this book. It was originally called American Hero.

In it, a motion picture director, who is like Spielberg or Lucas or any one of a number of others, is hired to create the war that we saw as Desert Storm. I do not claim that story is literally true. It is, however, a literalization of what is really true. And, although it is a far out conspiracy tale, if you sit down and compare it, side by side,  to the fakery that the networks told us was the reality, you’d have to choose the one that is officially labeled fiction.

That’s my claim. I invite you to make your own judgment, which is the real point of the enterprise. You’re free to talk to me about it at WagtheDog.biz.

Then there was the movie.

I am always asked if I, as the writer of the book, liked the movie. I loved the movie. It’s a brilliant film.

The next question is, was it faithful to the book. The answer is yes, the movie is exactly like the book, all they changed was the characters and the plot.

The book is about a real president, George Bush the First, and a real war, Gulf War One, with real bombs, blood, and dead people.

The movie is about an imaginary president—all we know of him is that he has a sex scandal with a young girl, which is enough to make everyone think it’s Bill Clinton—and an imaginary war—no bombs, no bullets, no bodies—just press releases and staged video clips. And a theme song and memorabilia.

If the film had tried to be faithful to the book, I think it would have failed. It made cinematic choices. One of my favorite parts is when Willie Nelson creates theme music for the war in a perfect satire of the then ubiquitous video of “We Are the World.” That was pure movie-making, beyond the reach of literature.

The novel, on the other hand, makes book choices. Like using footnotes.

I happen to love footnotes. They’re frequently the stuff that doesn’t fit into a book but that the author found  so interesting, he couldn’t let them go. They’re also the place where you find out where the information came from. Which is hugely significant in judging its quality. In this particular book, the footnotes show the play in the business of creating reality, which is the same thing, in essence, that the Willie Nelson/theme song scenes were about.

The movie had far more currency than the book. Movies do that. Wag the Dog became an international byword for fake wars staged to distract from domestic political problems. Without a doubt, it raised the level of cynicism, which is to say it raised the level of awareness that real events are directed and staged for their political impact.

Did that awaken our media and make them sharper in their questions and evaluations? Did it shame our leaders and make them hesitate before making clearly bogus claims and unsupportable allegations? Did that raise the level of our national dialogue?

The answer to all three questions is a resounding, “No!”

In the ten years since the book and the seven years since the film the gullibility and credulity of the media have only grown. The current president, George Bush the Younger, or the Lesser, called the 9/11 terrorists “cowards.” Bill Maher, on a program called Politically Incorrect said “lobbing cruise missiles from 2,000 miles away. That’s cowardly. Staying in the airplane when it hits the building—say what you want about it, it’s not cowardly.” Maher was fired and the program was terminated. Some portion of the media should have risen up in outrage, not necessarily to defend Maher and get him his job back, but in defense of speaking the truth. They did not.

That silence signaled to all concerned that other more dangerous fictions would be allowed to stand unchallenged: “they hate us because of our freedoms,” that Saddam Hussein was connected to the 9/11 terrorists, that he had weapons of mass destruction and if we waited for certainty “the smoking gun” might be “a mushroom cloud,” to name but a few. And that there would never, ever be any serious debate on what a War on Terror would consist of or should consist of.

I read this book for the first time in almost ten years to prepare this introduction. On one level I am pleased to see that it holds up. On another level, I was appalled. I found myself wondering if the current administration had read it and used it as an instruction manual.

On the way to scripting Gulf War I, the novel has the director considering other wars. One of them is:


A War on Terrorism. Not like the War-on-Drugs war. But real war where we go in and obliterate entire cities. Search and destroy. If they want to hide in Libya, invade Libya. Syria. Anywhere they tried to hide! . . .

Bush, in anger and grief, leads the nation—the nations, plural, of the West—in a Holy Crusade against terrorism. . . .

The terrorists would be Muslims. The Backward forces of Superstition and Repression of the East against the Rational Ethical, Forward-looking West. It tapped into atavistic hatred. Christian against Moslems! There it was—the project title—The Crusades.



First there was a book.

Then there was a war.

The War on Terror that you watched on TV today is about fiction as reality.







Chapter

ONE
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HE BELIEVED THAT he was Machiavelli incarnate. Political theoretician. Master intriguer. The most clever and the most ruthless man in the empire.

It was certainly true that it was an empire. In many ways the greatest the world had ever known though there was a prohibition against saying so in polite political society. In any case, it so far exceeded the sort of minor realm ruled by the Borgias, the meager reach of the Medici, the influence of any Italian city-state, that any such comparison was like comparing an elephant to an ant. It could only be compared, de facto, no matter what political-speak required people to say, to Rome when Rome was the very definition of empire.

And he was the kingmaker. The king might be crownless, but he was still the first in the land, armies at his command, billions to dispense, the power to create wealth or destroy life. The dreamer on the bed was the man who was advisor to the king. Which, in point of fact, was better than Master Niccolò Machiavelli, the man himself, had ever actually done.1

Although he was delirious—the effects of deadly disease, powerful drugs both violent and soporific, and fear: death was, after  all, imminent and known to be imminent—there was nothing untrue about his thoughts. Though perhaps highly colored, a fancy-dress version of reality, they were verifiable, accurate, real. He would have had, and would have been entitled to have had, the exact same thoughts at home, healthy, surrounded by family, friends, sycophants, connivers, special pleaders, intriguers, followers, imitators, wannabes, power merchants, billionaires, at an all-American Fourth-of-July-type barbecue—chicken and ribs and watermelon, booze on ice and beer in the bucket.

“He’s sleeping,” the nurse said softly. She was not a pretty nurse, but she was very clean and she was white. “He may wake soon.”

The guest looked at her questioningly.

“You can wait here,” the nurse said, pointing at a chair by the bed. “If you want,” she added with some diffidence. This was not a public hospital full of oppressive visiting regulations and rules, where the doctors and even lowly nurses told the patients, their family, friends, or patrons what to do and when to do it, and expected to be obeyed.

“He was asking for me?” the guest asked.

“Yes,” she said. “He said it was important. Very important. But,” she immediately added, “he didn’t tell me anything more than that,” as if to reassure the visitor she knew no more than she ought.

The visitor calculated. He was a very, very busy man. Very busy. About the busiest in the empire. Now. The man who was dying had been a friend. A colleague. A member of the same winning team. The visitor figured he could spare ten minutes. If the dreamer awoke and spoke, then it would be mission accomplished. If not, it was duty done and he could leave with conscience clear.

The patient’s name was Lee Atwater.2He was dying of brain cancer.

This was a piece of irony so splendidly vicious that even his  enemies thought it was in bad taste to chortle about it.3And his enemies hated him. He had made brilliant and devastating use of innuendo, half truth, and political distortion to exploit the malignancies of American society, especially racism.4Racism was always effective, but it was dangerous to employ and required expert handling. It was not excessively egotistical for the dying man to feel that it was he himself who had made George Bush president in 1988. Before Atwater unleashed his campaign, Bush had been eighteen points down in the polls. Before Atwater engineered the media event in which Dan Rather was suckered into an attack on the then vice president so that Bush could lash back, Georgie was a man with a reputation as a wimp. A man who couldn’t speak a complete and coherent sentence unless it was pre-scripted, who was tainted by Iran-contra, and on and on, liability upon liability. With this crippled pony, this lame—if thoroughbred—nag, Atwater had won the biggest race in the world.

The seconds clicked by. There were gray clouds outside the window. Funeral weather, thought the visitor. It was less than a minute and he was already impatient. It was insane of him not to have brought his cellular phone up to the hospital room. Goddamn it,  it was insane of him not to have brought his cellular phone and a couple of aides and a Portafax. If anyone would have understood, it would have been Lee, how precious time is to a busy, busy man.

Atwater thought on, dreamed on, of the man he had made king and whom he would leave behind to fend for himself Although it was Bush who was president and Atwater who was the advisor—a dying one at that; and it was Bush who would go down in history, while Lee would be lucky to be much more than a footnote; and it was Bush who held power while Atwater could only suggest how it should be employed, one voice competing out of a cacophonous chorus, Atwater still felt, frankly, rather patronizing about George. This is common in political consultants. As it is with lawyers about their clients, doctors about patients, agents about talent. They feel that the client is a product incapable of caring for itself who has to be directed, instructed, cared for, protected. When the client does what it is told, it succeeds, thrives, survives. When it does not take advice, it makes a mess, it hurts itself, it creates more work for the handler, whatever the handler’s title is.

There were a hundred different versions of that basic story floating through, sometimes zapping through, Atwater’s mind. An entire assortment of images. He was Merlin, wand and cap and gown, to the presidential Arthur. Cus D’Amato to Mike Tyson. Brian Epstein to the Beatles. Livia to the emperor Tiberius. It was his mission not merely to have raised up the king but to protect him—lo, even from beyond the grave. Like a guardian angel. Something more than mortal. A spirit that could reach from the other side. A hand that held a fiery sword, like the archangel Gabriel, come down from heaven . . . In that, there was a sort of immortality. If he could do that, he was the most cunning of them all, slicker than death.

Enough of this, the man in the chair by the window thought. I’ve done my duty. Close to three minutes had passed. He got up to go.

Atwater had neither moved nor spoken. His message still buried in weariness and morphine. His visitor, passing the bed, looked down at the wasted body and bandaged head. Where once the creature below him had been full of exuberant vitality, clever,  bullying, sharp-eyed and sharper-tongued, now the dullness was upon him, the emptying had begun. Atwater’s hand, under the sheet, appeared clenched.

The visitor couldn’t think of anything to say. Not to a recumbent form that neither spoke nor saw. He wasn’t that kind of guy, who spoke to people in comas, saying, in that made-for-TV style, “Yes, yes, he [or she] can hear me. I know they can.” So, whatever Lee had summoned him for would have to wait until later on, World Two, heaven or hell or Washington, D.C., in the summertime, wherever dead politicos went this millennium. He nodded and turned to leave the room.

Inside Atwater the Merlin character arose. As if by magic, he reached beyond the dulled and sleeping senses—or perhaps opened the passage between sense and sensibility. Atwater got the message that his guest was here. “Jim,” he whispered, “Jim.”

James Baker, secretary of state, hand on the knob, stopped. He turned. Atwater’s eyes were still closed, but his breathing was more urgent and his hand seemed to move.

“Lee?”

“Ahhh,” a groan, a grunt, a summons. Baker went to the bedside. Atwater’s eyes suddenly opened. The old hawk looked out. Full of cunning and ego. “Listen,” he said. “George . . .”

“George what . . .”

It seemed to Baker that he could see Atwater’s thoughts like waterworks turning and meshing behind Atwater’s eyes, and what he seemed to have thought was, I can speak my mind. Baker can’t take it back to the office and use it against me, because, cackle, cackle, I’ll be dead before he does. “George,” Atwater said, about the president, “is a wienie. Ambitious, conniving, vengeful, but still . . . And he’s going to blow it, Jim. If he does . . .”

“What do you mean, blow it?”

“I mean in the polls,” Atwater said, as if Baker shouldn’t have had to ask, as there was nothing else. “And if he doesn’t do something about it, the reelection.” It was hard, after Reagan, Reagan again, and then Bush/Quayle, smashing the opposition, to imagine that reelection could fail.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jim said, a bland reassurance. “We’ll take care of it, Lee.”

“That’s my job. My mission.” One hand reached out and clutched Baker, grabbed at his sleeve, held him, and pulled him closer. Atwater’s breath was bad. Foul, fetid. Jesus Christ, Baker thought, why don’t they brush his teeth or dose him with mouthwash or something. “I have a plan,” Atwater said. The other hand, the near one, came out from under the covers where it had been visibly clenched. It held a half-crushed envelope. “If Georgie blows it, you open this. This is the surefire, ultimate election winner.”

“Hey, thanks,” Baker said politically. “I’ll tell George. He’ll be touched. You, in your condition—your thoughts are of him.”

“Fuck that,” Atwater said. “My thoughts are of winning. Remember that, Baker. There’s only two things—winning and dying.” He cackled. “Don’t show it to him now. Don’t you even look now. Wait . . .”

“For what?”

“Till you’re in trouble and you need it.”

“It’s like a magic coin in a fairy tale or something like that?” Baker asked.

“Like that,” Atwater said.

“Why can’t I look now?”

“Because you’ll think”—Atwater paused for a breath—“that it’s insane. And it will frighten you. But it’s so sane, and so logical, that you won’t be able to resist it and you’ll try it out too soon . . .”

“And so?”

“Then it may not work anymore.”

“Like the goose that laid the golden egg or three wishes from the genie?”

“That powerful,” Atwater said, appearing somewhat demented. He pushed the envelope into Baker’s hands. Baker couldn’t imagine what it could be. “It’s beautiful. The president will love it. After you realize it’s not insane. Not insane at all.”

 

 

 

1 Machiavelli was second chancellor and secretary of Florence from 1498 to 1512. He was frequently an envoy, though not an ambassador. Without a thorough familiarity with the period, it is extremely difficult to make comparisons between the power of his post and that of his spiritual heir. After the Medici regained power in Florence, Machiavelli never held an important office again.

2 This is a work of fiction. Many public figures are named in the text. Politicians, celebrities, presidents, etc. Their actions as depicted here are absolutely figments of the author’s imagination and should in no way be construed as “true” or even a “fictionalization of a truth that can be told no other way.” Unless of course the reader has independent documentation that real actions are coincidental with these fictional ones. The same is true of the depiction of characters. The author has no knowledge of any real person mentioned in this book beyond what is in the public record, and even then he has chosen to treat that information with literary license—because this is a work of fiction.

3 Atwater commented on it in his autobiography Life, written with Todd Brewster: “I recalled the maxim we had used in ’88: ‘Get inside the mind of your enemy.’ Now cancer had used it on me.”

4 Democratic representative Pat Schroeder called him “the most evil man in America.” Reverend Pat Robertson said, “Lee Atwater has used every dirty trick known to mankind” and “the Republican campaign was blamed for planting specious rumors about the mental-health history of Michael Dukakis.” (William Greider, Rolling Stone, 1/12/89)

“Lee Atwater, his communications director Mark Goodin and Congressman Newt Gingrich . . . worked to spread a long-standing unsubstantiated rumor [of homosexuality] designed to humiliate new House Speaker Thomas Foley.” (Time, 6/19/89)

“From his earliest days, Mr. Atwater displayed a skill in the use of racial messages and maneuvers, a crucial part of the effort by Southern Republicans to appeal to white voters.” (Obituary, New York (Times, 3/30/91)

Also, the New York Times Magazine (4/30/89) repeats a story—which Atwater always denied—that Atwater connived at getting a third-party candidate to use an anti-Semitic campaign against his main opponent, thus gaining the benefit without getting the backlash.







Chapter

TWO
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I’M AN AUTHENTIC American hero. Really. That’s what I am.

First, you start out with that I’m basically a little guy. I don’t mean that I’m lacking in physical stature or I’m inadequate. I mean I’m kind of a regular guy. So there I am, a regular guy. Not out to change the world. Not out to be some kind of big shot. I got no ax to grind. I’m just a guy with a job to do and I try my best to do it. Well, what the job is, that’s something else of course. I’m a dick. A gumshoe. A P.I. The stuff that dreams are made of. Books, TV, movies.

The difference between me and them, the guys you usually see on the tube, is that I’m not a small-time loner working out of a shabby upstairs over some dry-cleaning plant or a playboy with a Lamborghini who’s a detective just as another way to get his kicks. I work for a major corporation. Not Fortune 500, but not too far from it either. Our national headquarters is in Chicago. We have offices in twenty-two U.S. cities and in fourteen foreign countries. A business, you understand, like Wackenhut or Pinkerton. Whatever a client needs, in the way of security, we do it. Alarm systems, armored cars, around-the-clock armed response, commercial guard services, we do it all. We have a sales-incentive system that runs through the whole company. Like if you decided you needed one of these many services that we do, I could make a commission by introducing you to it, even though what I am is an investigator.

I work here in Los Angeles. Hollywood sometimes. Sometimes in the Valley. Even East L.A. Though not too much. We follow the money. So most of what we do, it’s corporate. I’ve done work for Bank of America, Gulf Oil, Toshiba, Matsushita, Hitachi, Boeing, K mart, all kinds of places. Do we do divorces? Sleazy keyhole peeking? You bet we do. But if I had to figure it, I would say that the lowest amount of money someone’s going to be fighting over, if they come to us, it would probably be a million-dollar divorce. Look at it this way. Say you just want to put a tail on your spouse. That’s round-the-clock, usually, because screwing knows no timetable. In fact, it is frequently active outside of your usual hours. I followed a guy one time, his wife thought he was an early-morning jogger. Four-thirty in the morning, he’s out there, in his Yves Saint Laurent coordinates and Asics Gel Ills. This is so early it’s like a moonlight run—what’s that line?—“I’m so horny the crack of dawn better watch out.” He comes home at six, six-thirty, jumps in the shower, then off to work. How far you think he runs? He runs about a quarter mile, that’s how far he runs. His girlfriend, she’s waiting for him on the corner. A maroon Dodge minivan, not chic at all, but functional. They do it in the van. Then she drives maybe half a mile away so he can jog back. Work up a sweat over the other sweat. Thoughtful. You’d be surprised how many divorces start with “I smelled the bitch on him.”

I’m wandering. But I think you should have a picture of the kind of work I do, the kind of place I work for. I was talking about money. For example, in a divorce, you want to watch someone round-the-clock. We bill out, to the lawyers, at $60 an hour, per man, plus expenses. That’s bare minimum—$2,880 per day, $20,160 a week, $86,400 for a thirty-day month. You could double that, easy. On a simple WSW. WSW is Who’s Screwing Whom. So you understand that you don’t spend that kind of money investigating a divorce where there’s just a couple of hundred thousand in community property. You have to be talking about real money.

What do I get? About $22 an hour is what it works out to, with vacation time and sick leave. And we have a decent  benefits package—medical, dental, and pension. I’m told it costs the company about 33 percent over our wages.

It’s less than real cops make. But the working conditions are better. So is the company we keep.

The building I work in is a typical L.A. office building. A glass box with tinted windows, downtown. There’s nothing to distinguish us from any other corporation. There really isn’t. I used to keep a bourbon bottle full of tea in my desk drawer. As a joke, you know. So I could play it like a TV detective. I wouldn’t have real booze there, in the office, even if we didn’t have regular urinalysis. By the way, that’s another service we offer. Complete drug screening for your entire work force, or any part thereof, blood or urine. We test for alcohol, marijuana, all opiates, cocaine, barbital, amphetamine use. Full spectrum or targeted, it’s your choice.

The office space is modular. Dividers, not walls. We got standard-issue desks, chairs, phones. Fluorescent lights. Not glamorous, but not seedy. The way I see it, this is an advantage. This is something your average Joe and Jane out there, they can relate to. Its very ordinariness is something refreshingly different

Also, what I’m addressing here, right at the beginning, is the issue of credibility. Because this is an incredible story. An unbelievable story. I’ve been doing this ten, fifteen years. For the same company. I get photographed biannually. I’m bonded. You can take a look at our client list—top law firms, Fortune 500 companies, major studios, and record companies.

I had just finished an investigation into securities theft for one of the major brokerages. I was catching up on my paperwork, transcribing my handwritten notes to the company data base from the workstation at my desk.

Then Maggie Krebs walks in. Maggie is one of the ten most beautiful women in the world. That’s official. Right out of People magazine. You know her as Magdalena Lazlo, movie star. I know her as Maggie Krebs, divorcée. I helped her get that divorce and keep her fortune.

Having that much high-powered glamour walk into our drab offices is not unique, but it is unusual. A lot of stars are products of their handlers—makeup people and hairdressers,  wardrobe and plastic surgeons. Products of our imagination in a way. But even offscreen and dressed down, Maggie has it. Everybody watches her, men and women, when she comes down to my office.

“Hi-ya, Joe,” she says. She looks me direct in the eye, gives me that smile, and that voice—you can read anything you want to into that voice—just the way she talked in Over the Line—and boom, you could knock me over with a toothpick. I don’t let it show, but I figure she knows what that “Hi-ya, Joe,” can do. How can she not know? It’s her business, making strong men weak and weak men strong.

“Hi-ya, Maggie,” I say. I speak low, slow, and level. Not because I think I’m John Wayne or something, but to keep my voice from squeaking like a fourteen-year-old’s.

She looks around. Then she leans forward: “Joe, is there somewhere we can talk?”

“We got a conference room,” I say. I don’t have to work so hard to talk, my voice and breathing are coming back under control.

“Hey, Joe,” she says. “You got two bits?”

“Yeah.”

“Then why don’t you take me out and buy me a cup of Java?”

“Maggie, there isn’t much that you could ask me that I wouldn’t do.”

Now let me explain a bit about this little piece of dialogue. First of all, it is verbatim. That’s a gift I have, like a photographic memory, except I don’t have it for the printed word, not at all, but I do have it for the spoken word. So that when I tell you through this story that so-and-so said one thing then them-and-such said another, it’s like our transcription services department typed it right off the audiotapes.

Second, in real life our patter isn’t always this snappy.

Third, there is nowhere in Los Angeles, maybe in America, that I can think of that you can get a cup of coffee for twenty-five cents. It would be easier to find the five-dollar cup of coffee. Clearly, Maggie is being jovial here. In fact, I find out later, both her lines are from a script she’d been working on.  There is a certain charm in having a real-life movie star run her lines on you like you’re her real-life costar. It’s a memory a lot of fellows could lie down with even when they take that final rest, if you know what I mean.

Fourth and finally, there is something that I don’t know if she knows, but maybe she suspects, which is that all our conference rooms are wired more thoroughly than the Nixon White House. Everything that happens in a Universal Security conference room is recorded. Audio is routine. Intermittent video and real-time video are both available. So is vocal-stress analysis.

Our personal offices and telephones are monitored, but not always recorded. The principle is “Do unto ourselves what we would have others pay us to do to their employees.” We are a shining example of life under total management supervision.

We take her Cadillac and leave my old wreck behind. It might surprise you that a star of her magnitude would drive a Caddy, but it was a gift from GM. A promotional thing. They think the new Seville can compete with Mercedes, BMW, Lexus, and Infiniti. I think it is pretty nice. It is a convertible. She drives. The top is down.

She doesn’t say much in the car. Just plays the radio. Country and western. That’s for me. Shows you what kind of class—and memory—the lady had. She once asked what kind of music I liked, back during her divorce action. I told her. It was Hank Williams and Merle Haggard and Johnny Cash and Ernest Tubb and Patsy Cline that got me through the war. That’s the truth. All the guys in my platoon that listened to rock ‘n’ roll, they died. Except for two of them. Mike Galina—he’s in a veterans’ hospital still—no eyes, no legs. Paul Frederic Hight also came back with pieces missing—of his body and his mind and his heart—died five years after coming home. Accidental OD or suicide. Who’s to say? Who’s to judge? Three of the blacks lived. They didn’t listen to rock ’n’ roll either. Two of them came back junkies and I lost track. But Steve Weston, he came back straight and with his body intact. We have a drink now and again. Don’t say much. Just have a drink. He listened to C&W like me or soul, like his people. His favorite, though, is gospel.

Also she looks over at me, smiles, and touches my hand.

She puts the car in a lot a block off the beach in Venice. We get out and walk. She puts her arm through mine. Makes me feel six feet tall and good-looking to boot. There is a fancy espresso and cappuccino joint on the corner where you can have your refreshment al fresco and view the human comedy as it passes on the boardwalk. You don’t have to be an Angelino to know that Venice Beach is the place for viewing humanity at its most comedic. That’s the place they use in all the movies when they do the L.A. montage with the girls who roller-skate in G-string bikinis and Muscle Beach and everything.

But we walk right by the boardwalk, out onto the beach. She pauses a moment and slips her shoes off. Do movies make us or do we make the movies? What I’m saying is, this gesture she does, leaning on my arm, slipping off her shoes, carrying them in one hand by their straps, it’s got grace, and I don’t know what else to call it but femininity—when I watch her do it, I’m seeing the scene from a movie. You get what I mean—did she learn it from the same movies I saw, or is this one of those quintessential feminine moves that directors and actresses, they’re aware of and they set out to capture for the silver screen?

Do a close-up of her hand on my shoulder when she leans on me.

We walk out toward where the surf is breaking. She barefoot, me in my Florsheim’s. I’m wearing a suit and tie of course, which is company dress code unless you’re on an assignment that specifically calls for something else. See, it’s like I’m in my own movie with her. I’m daydreaming that it’s going to be like a personal thing. But the professional part of me knows that it won’t be. A lot of clients take you to strange and out-of-the-way places to discuss their business. Different reasons. Privacy, embarrassment, and sometimes it’s just that they too are in their own movie and they want the cloak and dagger.

Out by the water, where the sand is wet and packed, she says, “Joe, I need help.”

“That’s what we’re here for,” I say.

“Not them. Not all of them. Just you,” she says.

“Tell me what the problem is,” I say. I’m a company man. I have been for quite a while. We have longevity bonuses on top of the automatic annual raises, I have an investment in my pension, I’m part of the company’s employee stock-option plan. Sure, I’m going to do something without the company. Sure I am.

“Promise me something,” she says.

“What?”

“That you’ll listen to what I have to say. If you can’t do it without telling the company, you’ll forget we ever had this conversation. You’ll go back and tell them it’s the first anniversary of my divorce and I wanted to find a way to thank you, that we went for coffee because I’m in a twelve-step program. Something like that.”

I start to make the promise. That’s what you do, then you bring them around to explaining why the company has to know. It’s tedious but basic.

“No,” she says, “look me in the eye and tell me.”

So I look her in the eye. I’ve looked lots of people square in the eye. Con men, psychos, gamblers, corporation presidents, lawyers. Anyone who tells you the eyes are the windows to the soul, they’re full of it. Except sometimes. Like when you look in the eyes of a boy who’s about to die and he knows it. You can see his soul fly away. You can. That’s true. And the windows close. Like someone just reaching out and shutting a pair of old-fashioned shutters. What was transparent becomes opaque. The other time is when you look in the eyes of a woman you want more than is good for you. I’m talking about more than sex wanting. I’m talking about hungry, stupid hungry. She opens those eyes to you and they say “Look right in.” Even if she is an actress and the smart part of you figures that they pay her $1.3 mil per picture plus gross points, according to the latest press releases, to do exactly that for the camera, your own eyes might open then and become the window to your soul and she sees what you are and puts her hooks in. I guess that’s alright. I guess nature made us to be that way sometimes.

I tell her, “If I can’t do it, I’ll forget it.”

“Joe,” she says.

“Just tell me, will you?” I say, irritated.

“A year ago I signed on to do a picture. With John Lincoln Beagle directing. You know his work?”

I nod. Everyone does. Even if you don’t go to the movies. Like Spielberg or Lucas or Lynch or Stone.

“We’re both at RepCo.5It’s their package. Director, star, writer. I read the script. I loved it. It’s not fluff. It’s not light-weight. It’s not bounce my boobies, wiggle my butt, and act like I think that’s cute. It establishes me as a serious actress. That’s the picture I’m scheduled to be shooting now. Right now.

“Then the project was canceled.”

“But that happens a lot,” I say.

“Yes, it does. But this time it shouldn’t have. Everything was in place. The package was intact, the studio was on board, a producer had been selected. The money was in place. Suddenly, it gets shut down.

“Officially, the story is that Beagle is sick. I don’t believe it In fact, I’m certain I saw him once or twice up near his place in the Napa Valley. He owns a vineyard there. So do I. Also, there was a period between when the deal was made and the cancellation when I saw him mentally go away from the project. One meeting he was all there. This picture was the thing he most wanted in the world. And he was intently *** in me.”

“*** he name of it?”

“Pirandello.”

“Uh-huh.”

“You know who he is? He’s a playwright. Italian. But it’s not about him. That was a working title. Not a finished title. The next meeting, he was off. There was something else he cared about more. There is nothing in Hollywood a director cares about more than his next picture.”

“He’s supposed to be sick,” I say. “Does that mean AIDS? A guy who’s going to die, he might care about something besides his next picture.” Young guys who are about to die, and know it, care about its not being fair. Or they care about convincing themselves it’s not quite going to happen.  Maybe that’s good, to go not believing that you’re going. I don’t know so much about what old people think when they’re ready to die. I haven’t seen that many old people die.

“A director who’s about to die cares even more,” she says. “Good God, it’s not only his next film, it’s his last.”

“Where is he now?”

“He’s missing.”

“I read somewhere,” I say, “that he’s working with the Japanese on high-definition TV.”

“I’ve heard that story too. But you would think he would take my calls.”

“Oh,” I say, “it’s that way, is it?”

She takes my arm. We walk a couple steps before she says the next thing, which is “When someone’s lying to you, you know it.”

“Do I?”

“Oh, Joe,” she sighs and kind of leans into me. I’m a sucker for this, I admit it. “I’m a woman. Men are supposed to lie to me. I’m a beautiful woman, I’m supposed to enjoy it. I live in Hollywood where truth is a speech defect. You’d think I wouldn’t care anymore.

“I wanted that movie. Someone took it away from me. They’re lying to me about why. On one level it’s about money. If they cancel because Beagle got sick, that comes under the act-of-God clause. It doesn’t in all contracts, but in this one it does. If they cancel because Beagle changed his mind, or got another picture, or almost anything except tidal wave, earthquake, typhoon, or war, they have to pay me a serious cancellation fee.”

“How much?” I ask her.

“Bottom line, it cost me close to seven hundred fifty thousand dollars.”

“OK,” I say, “that’s worth going after.”

“Joe, there’s something else going on. I got pissed off. I wanted to know what was going on. What the game was. My own agent, Bennie Hoffrau, he bullshitted me. This means you have to do a little reality check. You have to find out what it is that’s more important to him than you are. I went to Hartman—”

“Hartman?”

“David Hartman is the head of RepCo. Which makes him one of the ten or five or three most powerful people in this business. We had lunch. We talked about everything except what we’re there to talk about. Which is, sometimes, how it’s done. After the entree and before the coffee he says ‘Isn’t it a shame about poor Linc—’”

“Linc?”

“If you know Beagle well enough, you call him Linc. It’s one of those thing things. I’m about to reply, ‘Yes, isn’t it. What exactly is wrong with him?’ or something to that effect. But what I don’t know is that Tom Cruise is coming up behind me. David has to schmooze. For that matter, if I’m smart, I have to do a number too, even if my act is that I’m totally disinterested. David timed his remark so that he could drop it into the conversation and I couldn’t pursue it. That’s a lot of work to say nothing.

“The day after I had lunch with Hartman, Bennie calls me, he’s got a picture for me. It’s a World War II home-front picture. Me, Gena Rowlands, Bette Midler. Heavy duty, right? You remember that movie The Best Years of Our Lives?”

“Yes,” I say. It was supposed to be an ironic title. A story of three guys who went to war and came home to realize that that’s what the war had been—the best years of their lives. They’ll never make a movie about Nam with a title like that.

“This is a remake. From the women’s point of view. How they blossomed, even though they hurt, while the men were away. Good concept, fair script. Woman director, Anita Epstein-Barr. She’s not bad. It’s not the Beagle film, but it’s a definite A picture. A big enough prize to distract me from thinking about the movie that disappeared. So I say to Bennie, ‘Thank you very much. I am grateful, I am glad, I will do it, and by the way, what did happen to John Lincoln Beagle and the movie I was supposed to do?’

“Bennie says, ‘Maggie baby, be a good girl. Go do this picture with Midler and Rowlands, which is the most heavyweight women’s cast since The Witches of Eastwick. Forget about what’s not your business. You’re being taken very good care of.’”

“Which you are,” I say.

“Which I am,” she says. “Very good care. Too good, almost. Knowing Bennie, if there was nothing wrong, what he would have said was . . .” and she does a Bennie Hoffrau routine. I’ve never met the man and still I know it is a deadly accurate imitation. “ ‘What the fuck, babe?’ What the fuck? You lose one picture, you get anudder picture. You got action. Go wid the action. ’Cause that’s what it’s allll about. The action. Go make a pic-ture, collect your check, keep your panties on in publick places. What the fuck, you know what I’m saying.’ See, that’s what he would’ve done, his caricature of an agent. It’s supposed to be a joke, but it’s his real, true self. If it was normal Hollywood bullshit, if they were just trying to sleaze me out of some cancellation money, that’s what he would have said.

“Two nights later,” she says, “I went to a party and got a little high. Bennie was there. I was talking to Janice Riley. She’s an old, old friend. And I say, ‘See that, that’s my agent over there. He takes good care of me, but he lies to me. That makes me unhappy. Do you think that should make me unhappy?’ Janice asks me what I’m talking about. I tell her.

“The next day Bennie calls me to come to his office. A summons. OK, I go. ‘I told you to forget about the Beagle film. There is nothing mysterious or strange about the cancellation. He got sick. I can show you a note from his doctor. I’m sure he’ll get well sometime in the near future. I don’t know the details. You don’t have to know the details. You’re off this Rowlands-Midler picture. Sorry. Don’t argue. Leave it alone. Go home. Go on vacation. Take a break, lie in the sun, somewhere you can breathe real air, you know what I mean. Forget about things. I’ll send you a couple of scripts you should consider doing. Come back, we’ll have something ready to shoot.’

“There are people,” she says, looking me in the eye, “who can actually say ‘You’ll never work in this town again,’ and your life is over. David Hartman is one of them. So I shut up and I left.”

“Sounds sensible. So why are you starting up again? With me.”

“Joe, please, let me finish. And Joe, if you agree that I  may be right about this, I have to be more than just a client to you.”

“What do I have to be, Maggie?”

She looks at me. When she’s in heels, she’s actually taller than me. But now, in bare feet, on the wet sand, her eyes are level, even a couple of millimeters below mine. I break eye contact first.

“Better finish the story,” I say.

“Well, I let it alone. Then, three days ago, my maid, Anita . . . you remember her?”

“Yes.”

“She said, ‘You remember Mr. Beagle, when he get sick and you don’t believe it?’ I said ‘I believed it,’ but a little sarcastic, because we both knew that I didn’t. ‘Well, my cousin,’ she said, ‘she work for Mr. Beagle. I am going to see her tomorrow. I will find out for you.’ ”

“Yeah? Then what happened?”

“She got deported,” Maggie says.

“When?”

“The next morning.”

“You’re lucky they didn’t come after you, employing an illegal.”

“She’s not,” Maggie says.

“She’s not?” I say, not understanding. Though of course I should. It’s a real straightforward statement.

“She’s not. She has a green card. A social-security number. All of it.”

“What do you want?” I ask her.

“I want to know what’s going on,” she says.

“That is foolish,” I tell her. “You got sent a message. If you forget about whatever it is, they’ll take care of you. If you mess around, they’ll break you.”

“Tell me something, Joe. You’re a guy. A man’s man. For real. Not some actor playing a tough guy. What would you do?”

“I don’t know, Maggie. The truth is, I don’t play in the same league you do.”

“If someone owed you seven hundred fifty thousand dollars, would you let them walk away with it?”

“I guess I wouldn’t. But that’s what you got lawyers for.”

“Hey, this is Hollywood. It’s not supposed to be nice,” she says. “But I feel like I signed on to swim with piranhas and suddenly I find out that the great white shark may be cruising in the same waters I’m in. Joe, I have to know what I’m up against. Is it about what they say it’s about? Or is my career over? Do I have an enemy out there I don’t know about? Is something going on that I don’t know about? If I say the wrong thing by mistake, is my career over? Do they make me disappear like they did Anita?”

“What do you want me to do?” I say.

“I want you to find out what’s going on. I want you to protect me. I want you to take care of me, Joe.”

“Why me?”

“Can they buy you, Joe?” she says, like she knows the answer, like she knows the part I’m supposed to play.

“I don’t know,” I say. I smile. “No one ever gave it a serious try.”

“If they do try, come to me for a counteroffer first, promise me that.”

“That should be easy,” I say.

“It may not be. But I won’t let anyone top what I can give you,” she says.

“We’ll go back to the agency. I’ll have a contract drawn up.” There was going to be some serious spending here. I tried to calculate the commission in my head. But standing that close to Magdalena Lazlo screwed up my powers of computation.

“I don’t want you to mention the investigation to anyone.”

“How can I do that?”

“Have them assign you to me as my bodyguard and driver. Twenty-four hours a day. I do need protection. I do. This is serious, Joe. Don’t tell them about the other. That’ll work, won’t it?”

“Maggie, you don’t understand how an investigation works. The manpower, equipment, contacts, organization, sources. It takes a major company to do it right.” This is, of course, part of our standard sales pitch. It’s the routine we use to steer a potential client away from some two-man shop that promises to do it cut-rate. It’s true too.

“You don’t understand how powerful they are. Think of RepCo as the Exxon of the movie business. Big, ruthless, and connected. Everywhere. If your company knows what you’re doing, RepCo will know, within hours.”

“Our reputation for discretion, absolute discretion, is all we have. That’s the bottom line,” I say. More sales-pitch stuff.

With that she kisses me. What the hell, she’s younger than me, but she’s seen more movies and she’s maybe had more practice and she does it better than I do. Besides, I’m just a regular guy. When Magdalena Lazlo kisses me, I can’t remember that she’s Maggie Krebs, divorcée. I’m just an average Joe—my dick is twice the size of my brain. Somehow she makes it seem even more than that, more than just my lust hormone at work. Like it’s got meaning is the best I can say it.

Afterward, I reach in my pocket. I told you we expect clients to sometimes want to talk about things in strange places, far from our built-in cameras and microphones. So as standard practice we always carry a minirecorder with us. I take it out. I rewind the tape.

“Why don’t we just sit here and let the sound of the surf erase our conversation,” I say.

“We can do that, Joe,” she says. When the tape is back to the beginning, I push the record button and set the recorder down in the sand, the microphone facing the Pacific. We sit. Side by side. Maggie puts her hand in mine. She’s got me in the palm of her hand. It’s like she’s taking me inside her movie. Which is an A picture, with a top cinematographer and director, the best Hollywood has to offer.

 

 

 

5 The Representation Company, Inc.
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