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Franki e the Spook

_"Drawi ng her close to himwhile breathing heavily with
unspent passion, he slid his hand down the small of her back,
around to her rib cage, up under her..." _
The image of Sir Francis Bacon stopped readi ng and w nced.
"This is really quite dreadful,” he announced firmy.
"Real | y?" asked Marvin Piltch
Bacon nodded. "Even worse than the |ast batch. You have set a
new standard of ineptitude."

Marvin sighed. "I was afraid of that."

"And this reference to a boob," continued Bacon. "What,
exactly, _is_ a boob?"

"Atit."

"l beg your pardon?"

"A fermal e breast."

"According to ny dictionary progranms, it nust be a very
unintelligent fenale breast to be ternmed a boob."

"Well," said Marvin with a shrug, "when you get right down to
cases, | suppose it is."

"I't doesn't make any sense," continued Bacon. "Wat slang do
you use for the el bow? Do you call it a fool ?"

"Not very often,” admtted Marvin.

"Ah," said Bacon. "Then you think that the elbowis nore
intelligent than the breast?"

Marvin shrugged again. "I have to admt it's not a subject
that |'ve given a |lot of thought to."

"I know. In fact, if there is a subject anywhere in the
uni verse that you have_given a |ot of thought to, you certainly
haven't incorporated it in your witings."

"Actually, there _is_one subject that |'ve given
consi der abl e thought to."

"Ch?" said Bacon, arching an eyebrow. "And what is that?"

Marvin smled. "You."

"Sonmehow | foresaw that the conversation would eventually
take this course,"” said Bacon sardonically.

"Then you know what |'m going to ask you?"

"Certainly."

Marvin | eaned forward and squinted at Bacon's inage on his
conputer screen. "WIIl you do it?"

"WIIl the greatest witer in the history of the human race
ghostwite your pitiful little novel ?" sneered Bacon. "Absolutely
not."

"But you ghosted for Shakespeare!" protested Marvin. "That's
why | had ny conputer assenble you."

"Marvin, go wite linpware and | eave ne al one."

"It's called software. ™

"Whatever it's called, it is obvious to ne that you were
meant to work with conputers. Your ignorance of the world at |arge
i s superceded only by your ignorance of the English | anguage."”

"That's why | need you."

"No. "

"But |'ve got a contract."

"No. "

"And it's got penalty clauses for conming in late."

"Then submit it on tine."

"And if the editor rejects it, |I've got to return the
advance. "

"What is that to nme?"

"If 1 have to return the advance, |I'Il have to pawn the
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conmputer to raise the noney."

"CGood," said Bacon. "Then I'll soon be speaking with soneone
who has a serious interest in _exchanging_ ideas rather than
stealing them"

"I didn't steal anything!" snapped Marvin.

"Marvin, | hate to be blunt, but you haven't had an origina
idea in your nondescript life." Bacon grimaced. "At |east
Shakespeare knew he wanted to wite plays."

"And you hel ped him"

" Hel ped_ hi n?" repeated Bacon furiously. "Wo do you think
_wote_ all those plays?" H's image nade an effort to recover its
self-control. "The man was a fool, a conplete and utter fool! To
his dyi ng day, he never understood why | wouldn't wite Henry
I X! And yet, even now, centuries later, that dimvt gets all the
credit for _ny_ work, _my_ creativity, _ny_ genius -- and you have
the gall to ask ne to becone a ghostwiter agai n?"

"I didn't know you were so bitter," said Marvin.

"Did you know that that noron wanted to set _Troilus and
Cressida_ in Rone?"

"Ronme's a very pretty city, I'mtold," offered Marvin.

"Bah!" muttered Bacon. "Turn me off."

"I can't," said Marvin. "The book is due in tw weeks."

"Ronme's a very pretty city, I'mtold," echoed Bacon
sarcastically. "Perhaps you can hide there fromyour creditors."

"You' re not being very responsive," conpl ai ned Marvin.

"I"'mcertain that | will regret having asked, but how did a
literary maladroit |ike you ever receive a conmission to wite a
book in the first place?"

"My ex-wife's cousin is an editor. | got the assignnent while
we were still married."”

"Anyone who buys a manuscript from you deserves exactly what

he gets," said Bacon. "Which, in nmy professional opinion, will be
not hi ng. "
"But | can't return the advance," whined Marvin. "It's

al ready spent."
"A Shakespearean tragedy," said Bacon nockingly.
"What do you want ?"
"Peace and quiet."
"I mean, to wite the book?"
"Go away and | eave ne al one."

"I can't. | have no one else to turn to."
"You shoul d have t hought of that before taking on such an
awesone responsibility. After all, not every artiste can achieve

the high literary standard required of...what was the name of this
_magnum opus_"?"

" Meter Maids in Bondage ."

Bacon grinned. "Do have fun."

"I'm beggi ng you!" said Marvin desperately.

"And |'mrefusing you."

"Name your price."

"What possible use have | for noney in nmy present condition?"
replied Bacon.

"What _can_ you use?"

"Sol i tude. "

"What el se?"

Bacon stared out at himfor a |long nonment, his eyes narrowed,
his lean fingers rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

"I'f | agree to wite this book for you, I will want a favor
inreturn.”
" Anyt hi ng. "

"I intend to wite ny autobiography, which will end the
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controversy concerning the authorship of Shakespeare's plays once
and for all. It will be your obligation to nake certain that it is
publ i shed and publicized throughout the world, until every new
edition of Shakespeare nanes ne as the true author."

"That coul d take decades."

"I'"'mnore than 500 years old," replied Bacon. "I have a few
decades to spare."
"But | _don't," protested Marvin.

"I't was nice knowi ng you, Marvin. Be sure to turn out the
| ight when you | eave the room"”

"You wouldn't settle for a nice plaster bust of you in the
| ocal art museun?"

" Good- bye, Marvin."

"How about a poster? |'ve got a friend who owns a sil kscreen
plant."

Bacon nerely stared at himand nade no reply.

"Al right, all right," said Marvin in resignation. "It's a
deal . "

"l have no way of forcing you to keep your promse," said
Bacon, "but as there's a God in Heaven, |'Il haunt you every day
and night of your life if you should break your work to ne."

"I said|l'd doit."

"All right," replied Bacon. "I'mgoing to need a little
backgroundi ng before | start witing."

"It's just a sex book."

"I't won't be when I _get through with it."

Marvin shrugged. "All right. Anything you need, just ask. If
| don't have it, I'Il get it."

"Let's start with some information."

"Such as?"

"What _is_ a neter nmaid?"

* * *

Bacon finished ghosting the manuscript in nine days. Marvin
changed el even words that he didn't understand -- the only el even
corrections the stunned copy editor made on the nmanuscript before
sending it off to the printer -- and then decided to take a nonth
of f before looking for a newway to make a living and fend off his
creditors.

As it turned out, he only had to wait 19 days.

* * *

"It's a hit!"

"Plays are hits. Books are bl ockbusters,
hi m

"Well, whatever it is, we're rich!" Marvin paused. "By the
way, how the hell did you learn a word |ike bl ockbuster? They
didn't have bl ockbusters back in your tinme."

"I'"'mcooped up in here all day and all night with a bunch of
word processing prograns," answered Bacon. "So, having nothing
better to do with nmy tine, | read the dictionaries."

"Ch," said Marvin. "Well, getting back to the news, we
actually got reviewed in the New York Tinmes ! They called it a
nmock Elizabethian erotic nasterpiece, and said it was even nore
bitingly satirical than _Candy_."

"I't was nore bitingly satirical than _Candy_ hal fway through
Page 1," said Bacon contenptuously. "And there was nothing ' nock'
about it." He paused. "Wat else?"

"They say |I'ma genius, and that |'ve -- _we've_ -- done

Bacon corrected
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things that have never been done with erotica before. The few who
don't nention Shakespeare" -- Bacon's image winced -- "keep
conparing nme to Voltaire!"

"A decidedly mnor talent,'
critics know?"

"W're Nunmber One on the bestseller list, and we've gone back
to press six tinmes in two weeks."

sni ffed Bacon. "Still, what do

"Only six?" said Bacon. "I overestimated the intelligence of
the American reading public."
"Yeah?" retorted Marvin. "Well, alnost three nmillion nenbers

of that public have forked over six bucks apiece to read a

paper back original by Marvin Piltch!" Suddenly he shifted his

wei ght unconfortably. "Wth some slight assistance by Sir Francis
Bacon, of course."

" _Sone slight assistance? " roared Bacon. "Wy, you self-
centered, egotistical--"

"Wat ch your bl ood pressure," said Marvin.

"I don't have any bl ood pressure, you inbecile!" raged Bacon
"I"'ma conputer simulacron!" He paused for electronic breath.
"Such ingratitude! At least it took Shakespeare five or six plays
bef ore he convinced hinself that he was the author!"

"1 apol ogi ze. "
"You had bl ocody well better apol ogize!"
"l do."

"Hunmbl y," denmanded Bacon

"Hunmbly," agreed Marvin.

"That's better."

"We're friends again?"

"W were never friends."

"But at |least we're not enem es?"

"l suppose not," said Bacon.

"Good," said Marvin. "Because we've got work to do."

"I _ have work to do."

"That's what | neant."

"I will require no help whatsoever wi th ny autobiography."

Marvin shifted his wei ght again.

"Uh..."

"Yes?"

"I"'mafraid you're going to have to put your autobiography on
the back burner for a few weeks."

"Back burner?"

"On hold."

"English is an elastic |anguage, but it does have its
limtations," said Bacon. "Do try to remain within them"

"What |'msaying is that we owe another book."

"What are you tal king about ?"

"The contract had an option clause. My wife's cousin decided
to exercise it."

"Nonsense. He cannot force you to wite another book."

"Well," said Marvin hesitantly, "it wasn't exactly a natter
of _force_..."

"Expl ain yoursel f," denanded Bacon col dly.

"He offered ne a nillion-dollar advance for a hard/soft deal,
15% straight royalties, 60%of all subsidiary rights, and--"

"You' ve accepted paynment for another book?"

Mar vi n nodded.

"Well, | certainly hope you enjoy witing it."

"I...ah...thought we mght collaborate again."

"We didn't collaborate the first tine."

"You know what | nean."

"I know precisely what you nean," said Bacon distastefully.
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"You want nme to wite Grl Scouts in Leather ."

"Great title," said Marvin admringly. "But no, that wasn't
what | had in mnd."

"What you had in nmind is of no interest to ne."

"Come on," said Marvin. "A deal's a deal ."

"What are you tal king about?" demanded Bacon. "I fulfilled ny
end of the bargain.”

"Well, not officially."

"I wote the book."

"You had to help ne fulfill the _contract ," continued
Marvin. "Well, the contract now calls for another book."

"You nentioned not hing about a contract," protested Bacon
"You asked me to wite a book. | wote it -- and with the absolute
brilliance of which only I am capable. My obligation to you is
finished."

"I was afraid you were going to becone an attitude case,"
said Marvin with a sigh.

"And | was certain that you would break your word. It appears
that each of us shall have his expectations fulfilled," retorted
Bacon.

"Well," said Marvin with a sign of resignation, "it was
probably beyond you anyway."

"What was?"

"The book | signed for."

"Don't be insulting. If _Meter Maids in Bondage_ proves
anything, it proves that no formof erotica is beyond ny talents
to attack and upgrade."

"Yeah, but this one's for his science fiction line."

"Sci ence fiction?"

"Well, fantasy, anyway. It's an alternate universe story."

"What is an alternate universe?"

"One in which history happened differently," expl ai ned
Marvin. "It mght be about a world in which Gernmany won World War
I'l, or where Shakespeare is credited with ghosting all _your_
witings."

"Where that toad ghosted _nmy_ work?" repeated Bacon
incredulously. "This really is too nuch to bear!" Suddenly he

stared intently at Marvin. "lIs _that_ what you propose to wite?"
"No. "
"You're quite sure?"
"Quite."

Bacon glared at himdistrustfully. "Wsat _is_ the subject of
your book, then?"

"Well, | had heard you nention it, and it was the first thing
that popped into ny mnd, and--"

"What is it?"

"The life of King Henry I X"

"That's not _ny_idea, you fool!" snapped Bacon. "It's that
i di ot Shakespeare's."

"Well, if you feel you can't handle it..."

"It's not that | _can't_, it's that I _won't_." Bacon was
absolutely notionless for a nonent, his eyes fixed on sone distant
point that only he could see. "For one thing, |I'd have to wite
Queen Elizabeth out of the history books." He paused, and then
sni ckered. "I never did like her very nuch anyway." He seened | ost
in contenplation for a long nonent. "Actually, | could turn it out
inless time than the last one, since |I'd be working within nmy own
_millieu_..."

"WIIl you?"

"No. "
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"You' ve got decades to spare, renenber?" urged Marvin.
"What's a week between friends?"

"W are not friends."

"Col | aborators, then."

"Col | aborat ors?" snapped Bacon. "If you think I'd allow _you_
to wite a single word of Henry I X , you subliterate
ant hropoi d..."

It sold seventeen mllion copies worldw de, and was nade
into a negahit novie starring Charlton Heston Il as Henry and
Bubbl es Vancouver as Betty Jean Pl antagenet (a role created
expressly for the film.

More to the point, it won the Hugo, the Nebula, the Nova, the
Supernova, the Pulitzer, and even the prestigi ous Harol d Robbins
Awar d.

"Listen to this!" enthused Marvin as he read the reviews to
the sinulacron inside his conputer. " _The New York Tines_ says,
"It's as if the Bard hinself had taken pen to paper.'"

"I thought tinme was supposed to take care of critics,"”
muttered Bacon. "All it really seens to do is conmpound their
i gnor ance. "

"And the _Saturday Review_ says, 'There are a few turns of
phrase that Shakespeare hinself m ght have envied,'" continued
Mar vi n.

"Shakespeare again!" snorted Bacon. "That dolt would envy a
phrase that concisely asked directions to the nen's roon "

"Don't take it so personally."”

"Five centuries later and he's _still_getting credit for
_my_ work! How would _you take it?"
Marvin shrugged. "I don't know. Wiy don't you wite sonething

that doesn't read |ike Shakespeare?"
"A conplete, well-constructed sentence doesn't read |like
Shakespeare!"

"Well, then, wite sonmething that doesn't read so nmuch |ike
yoursel f."

"I'"'mnever witing again, thank you."

"Well, if you don't think you can disguise your voice..."

"OfF course | can disguise ny voice," said Bacon defensively.

Marvi n shook his head. "You wote a snmut book and a fantasy,
and the critics still conpare you to Shakespeare."

"They are fools."

"They are your audience,” Marvin corrected him "And you
can't hide your identity fromthem™

"That's what | get for being a ghost witer in the first
place. If I'd witten the tragedi es under ny own nane..."

"But you didn't."

"No, | didn't."

"And now," said Marvin carefully, "if you don't nanage to
create a new literary _persona_, everything you wite will always
be credited to Shakespeare's influence."

"This is intolerable!"

"I thought you mght feel that way," said Marvin, "so
si gned another contract."”
"No nore fantasies or sex books," said Bacon. "It has to be

sonmething totally different."

"A hard-boil ed detective story," announced Marvin.

"l don't think I've ever read one of those."

"I''l'l run the scanner over sone Hammett and Cain and Chandl er
before | go to bed tonight."
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"They are the three exenplars of the forn®"
"No. They're three hard-boiled nmystery witers."

* * *

_Boil and Bubble_ won the Edgar, the Shanus, the Marlowe, and
even the coveted Jacquel i ne Suzanne Menorial Trophy (for Positive
Contributions to the Anerican Cultural Scene). It also sold 21
mllion copies, and was nade into a feature film a video series,
a conputer gane, a role-playing game, and a chain of soup
ki t chens.

"*An al nost perfect nelding of high Shakespearean tragedy and
down-to-earth Chandl eresque dranmm,'" read Marvin, holding up the
_New York Review of Books .

"Agai n?" shrieked Bacon. "Am | never to be rid of that
meddl esonme f ool ?"

"You're getting on ny nerves," said Marvin. "I'mthe best-
selling author of the decade, except maybe for Fritz Hauer, and
all you can do is conplain.”

"I've read Fritz Hauer's books," retorted Bacon. "They're
trifles, nothing but trifles. They can't begin to conpare to what
I've witten."

"Then why don't you relax and feel triunphant or sonething,

i nstead of harping about Shakespeare all the tinme?" conplai ned
Mar vi n.

"Don't you understand? The credit should be mne_, not his!
My work is revered throughout the world, but it is his nane that
is worshi pped, not mine. Don't you realize what that can do to a
sensitive artistic spirit?"

" Boil and Bubble_ outsold his entire body of work five-to-one
| ast nonth. Doesn't that nean anything to you?"

"Not if every word, every precise turn of phrase, every
poetic fantasy that | create, is to be credited to _his_

i nfluence," responded Bacon

"You are getting to be a regular pain in the ass,
Mar vi n.

"You can always turn nme off and wite these nmsterpieces
yoursel f," said Bacon with a nasty snile.

"Don't push your luck, fella. | may just do that one of these
days. "

"I, for one, would thank you. Then |I could return to that
linmbo in which Shakespeare's nane is never nentioned."

"Not quite yet," said Marvin. "I just signed to do a
m chener."

"A michener? |Is that like a nmystery?"

Marvi n shook his head. "No. You choose sonme obscure city or
country, spend 300 pages naking up its history, and then foll ow
five or six generations of your hero's famly. They're very
popul ar. "

"I have it!" cried Bacon. "I'lIl wite of my own famly, and
then the world will know who Shakespeare really was!"

"I thought the notion m ght appeal to you," said Marvin with
a triunphant smle.

sai d

_The Bard and the Ghost_ was Marvin's only artistic failure,
though it sold out its first three printings prior to its officia
publicati on date.

"Too far-fetched," said _Publisher's Wekly_.

"Suspendi ng di sbelief |ong enough to read _Henry |IX_ was one

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...ike%20Resnick%20-%20Frankie%20the%20Spook.txt (7 of 10) [2/24/2004 10:54:47 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/Mike%20Resni ck%620-%20Franki €%620the%20Spook. txt

thing," added _Kirkus Review_, "but when M. Piltch asks us to go
along with the ridiclous fancy that Sir Francis Bacon actually
wr ot e Shakespeare's plays..."

"Unbel i evabl e," said the _New York Tines_ in the shortest
book review on record.

Bacon was beside himself with frustration. His sole topic of
conversation was his contenpt for Shakespeare, and he soon reached
the point where Marvin woul d have hired hima psychiatrist if he
had known any who specialized in the treatnment of nonomani acal
conput er si nul acrons.

Then came the fateful day that Marvin, in an effort to
bol ster his flagging sales, agreed to appear on a television talk
show with his only serious literary rival, Fritz Hauer, whose rise
to the top of the sales charts had been as neteoric as Marvin's
own.

He was waiting in the Mauve Room prior to wal king out on
stage when a young man with thick glasses, an ill-fitting tan
suit, a blue bowtie, and white socks peeking up over his |oafers
entered the room He stared at Marvin for a nonent, then took a
step closer to him

"Marvin Piltch?" he asked hesitantly.

"Yes. "

"I _thought | recognized the t-shirt; it's the sanme one you
wore on the cover of _Tine ." The young man extended his hand.
"I''mFritz Hauer."

"Pl eased to neet you,'

"Mndif I sit down?"

said Marvin.

"Be ny guest."”

Hauer sat down and continued to stare at Marvin for a few
nmonment s.

"I's sonet hing wong?" asked Marvin.

"No. | was just curious.”

" About what ?"

Hauer shot a quick | ook at the door to nmake sure it was
cl osed.

"Well, 1'll never get an answer if | don't ask. Just between

you and ne, who's your spook?"

"My what?" said Marvin.

"Your ghost."

"I don't know what you're tal king about."

"Cone on, Marvin," said Hauer confidentially. "You're nmy only
rival on the literary scene. |'ve studied you thoroughly. | know
al | about your background, your education, your cultural
upbringi ng. You have no nore business witing a classic than I
have. We're conputer hackers, not witers."

"Speak for yourself," said Marvin defensively.

"I will," said Hauer. "I can't ask for your confidence if I
don't give you mne." He paused. "You know how peopl e keep saying
I wite with Rabelaisian wit, even when |'m doi ng Westerns?" Hauer
grinned. "That's because |'ve got Rabelais in ny box."

"Real | y?"

Hauer nodded. "Who's yours? Shakespeare?"

"I's that they way they read to you?"

"Who reads books? That's what the reviews all say."

"Actually, it's Francis Bacon," admtted Marvin. "He wote
al | of Shakespeare's plays."

"So you've got an experienced spook ghosting for you?" said
Hauer. "Boy, | wish to hell mine was! He's very unhappy about the
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situation."

"Ch?" asked Marvin, suddenly interested.

"Yeah. He keeps wanting to wite orgy scenes into the cowboy
stories."

"Francis wites exactly what | tell himto wite," said
Mar vi n.

"l envy you," said Hauer

"Don't. He's very difficult to get along with. He gets
furious every tine the critics conpare ny books to Shakespeare."

"You'd think that after being a ghost witer for so many
centuries, he'd be used to it by now, " said Hauer

"It just seens to nmake himmadder," replied Marvin. "I'Il be
honest with you -- |I'mthinking of announcing ny retirenent. |
don't know how many nore books | can get himto wite."

"Whoever heard of a witer who doesn't want to wite?"

"Ch, he wants to wite -- but he's obsessed with this
Shakespeare business. | have to appeal to his vanity to get himto
do any contract work at all."

"l see your problem" synpathized Hauer. "But still...a
spook who's willing to wite sonething besides orgies. It nust be
wonder ful "

"I'"d settle for the orgies, if he was just a little nore
pl easant . "

"Who needs pleasant? Just lock himin a roomand |l et him
wite. Hell, Rabelais wastes so nuch tine telling dirty jokes that

I"ve mssed ny |ast two deadlines."

"But he's pl easant?"

"Pl easant as all hell," said Hauer. "Just l|lazy." He paused.
"I mean, it isn't as if he's got anything else to do inside that
dammed box. "

Marvin stared intently at Hauer, who stared back at him

"Are you thinking what |I'mthinking?" said Marvin at |ast.

"A trade?" suggested Hauer with a grin.

"Whay not? They're ghost witers. W else would have to
know?"

"What the hell. It's a deal!"

"Fine," said Marvin, shaking onit. " Now_ let 'emsay |
wite |ike an Elizabethian!"

"H, Frankie," said Hauer. "Wl conme to your new hone."

Bacon eyed hi m suspi ci ously.

"It's okay, really it is," said Hauer. "Marvin told ne al
about you, and we're gonna get along just fine."

"Way do | doubt that?"

"Beats the hell out of ne. But as a gesture of good wll,
take a l ook at this."

He held a paper up before the screen

"What is it?"

"A contract for a novel about professional football."

"1 know not hing about football."

"Nei t her does Shakespeare."

"I _am_Shakespeare, you dolt!"

"What | nmean is, since football is totally beyond your
experience, and all your research will be couched in contenporary
| anguage, you ought to be able to get out from under Shakespeare's

-- uh, your own -- shadow once and for all, and be recognized as a
truly original literary genius."

"You know, there's a twisted kind of logic to that," nused
Bacon.
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"Then you'll do it?"
"I'l1l consider it."

"You brought the reviews with you?" asked Bacon.

"Yes," said Hauer.

"They didn't conpare nmy witing to Shakespeare this tinme?"
"No. "

"Finally!"

"Uh...Frankie..."

"I can hardly wait. Let ne hear them"

"You're sure?"

"OF course |'msure," said Bacon. "I've waited 500 years to
be acknow edged as ny own man."

"Ckay, " sai d Hauer.

"Start with the New York Tinmes ."

" The Green Bay Massacre , Fritz Hauer's | atest novel, begins

with a brilliant conceit, but soon degenerates into a slavish
imtation of our forenbst American witer, the inconparable Marvin
Piltch."

" _What?_"

"Well, at least they're not accusing you of being Shakespeare
any nore."

" Shut up!"

"Do you want to hear the rest of it or not?"

"No. Read ne the _New York Review of Books ."

" The Green Bay Massacre , Fritz Hauer's heavy-handed honmage
to the works of Marvin Piltch..."

" This can't be happening! " cried Bacon.

Hauer stared at Bacon's inmage with sone conpassion, then
shrugged. "What the hell -- once a hack, always a hack," he said
as he wal ked to the door.

Bacon's last plaintive screamseened to linger in the dusty
air of the roomlong after Hauer had left to sign a new contract
with his publisher.

- end-
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