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Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

Introduction
Hi there.

In the summer of 1997, | was 28 years old, and | decided that after years of thinking about
writing a novel, | was simply going to go ahead and write one. There were two motivations for
doing so. First, | was simply curious if | could; I'd had up to that time a reasonably successful
life as a writer, but I'd never written anything longer than ten pages in my life outside of a
classroom setting. Two, my ten-year high school reunion was coming up, and | wanted to be
able to say I'd finished a novel just in case anyone asked (they didn't, the bastards).

In sitting down to write the novel, | decided to make it easy on myself. | decided first that |
wasn't going to try to write something near and dear to my heart, just a fun story. That way, if |
screwed it up (which was a real possibility), it wasn't like | was screwing up the One Story That
Mattered To Me. | decided also that the goal of writing the novel was the actual writing of it --
not the selling of it, which is usually the goal of a novelist. I didn't want to worry about whether
it was good enough to sell; | just wanted to have the experience of writing a story over the
length of a novel, and see what | thought about it. Not every writer is a novelist; | wanted to see
if 1 was.

Making these two decisions freed me from a lot of the usual angst and pain that comes from
writing a first novel. This was in all respects a "practice"” novel -- a setting for me to play with
the form to see what worked, and what didn't, and what I'd need to do to make the next novel
worth selling.

It worked. | picked a fun, humorous story -- aliens from another world decide to get an agent --
and | just let it take me where it wanted to go. | banged out the chapters on the weekends,
using the weekdays to let my mind figure out what to do next. The writing was fun, and for the
most part it was easy, and in three months, the whole thing was done (and just in time for my
high-school reunion).

Once the novel was finished, | decided, what the heck, I might as well try to sell it. This was not
particularly successful. The agents | shopped it to liked the writing, but said humorous SF was
hard place; the publishers liked the writing but said humorous SF was hard to sell. | wasn't
terribly put out about this; this was a practice novel, after all. But on the other hand | thought it
was good enough to let other people see it.

So in early 1999, | decided to put it online as a "shareware novel." The premise was simple:
People could read it, and if they liked it, they could send me a dollar, or whatever sum they
liked (even if that sum was zero). If they didn't like it, well, clearly, they wouldn't have to send
me anything. It was a no-risk proposition for the reader. | didn't expect to see a dime from it,
but as it turns out, over five years | made about $4,000 (well, I think it was about that much. |
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stopped counting after a while. I know | made enough to buy a laptop and lots of pizzas. More
than enough).

Fast forward to today. My second novel, Old Man's War, did indeed sell to a publisher, thanks
in no small part to the experience earned writing this novel. And between the writing of this
novel and the publication of that one, five other books slipped out of my brain, due in some
measure to my confidence that I could write book-length works, be they fiction or non-fiction.
In a sense, this novel is the midwife to every book since. For this reason alone, it holds a special
place in my heart. It doesn't hurt that it's a fun story, too.

And now here it is for you to read. I'm no longer soliciting a dollar if you enjoy the novel; the
story has long since proved its worth in that respect. | offer it freely to give new readers a
sample of my writing (perchance to tempt them to pick up one of the other books), and to say
"thanks" to those who picked up another of my books and were curious enough about the
author to find their way here. | hope you enjoy reading it as much as | enjoyed writing it, and
have enjoyed all the writing since.

John Scalzi
December 8, 2004

Posted by john at 09:16 PM

Chapter One
"Fourteen million and 15% of the gross? For Michelle Beck? Y ou're out of your fucking mind, Tom."

Headsets are a godsend; they alow you to speak on the phone while leaving your hands free for the truly
important things. My hands were currently occupied with a blue rubber racquetball, which | was lightly
bouncing off the pane of my office window. Each quiet thock left atiny imprint on the glass. It looked
like alitter of poodles had levitated six feet off the ground and schmooged their noses against the
window. Someone would eventually have to wipe them all off.

"I've had my medication for today, Brad," | said. "Believe me, 14 million and 15 points is a perfectly
sane figure, from my client's point of view."

" She's not worth anywhere near that much," Brad said. "A year ago she was paid $375,000, flat. | know.
| wrote the check."

"A year ago, SJummertime Blues hadn't hit the theaters, Brad. It's now $220 million dollars later. Not to
mention your own Murdered Earth -- $85 million for perhaps the worst film in recent history. And that's
before foreign, where no one will notice that there's no plot. I'd say you got your one cheap taste. Now
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you've gotta pay."
"Murdered Earth wasn't that bad. And she wasn't the star."

"I quote Variety," | said, catching the ball |eft-handed for the briefest of seconds before hurling it back
against the glass, "'‘Murdered Earth is the sort of film you hope never makes it to broadcast television,
because nearby aliens might pick up its broadcast signal and use it as an excuse to annihilate us all.' That
was one of the nicer comments. And if she wasn't the star, why did you plaster her all over the posters
and give her second billing?’

"What are you all about?' Brad said. "l remember you practically doing me for that artwork and billing."

"So you're saying you'll do anything | say? Great! Fourteen million and 15% of the gross. Gee, that was

The door opened. | turned away from the window to face my desk. Miranda Escalon, my administrative
assistant, entered my office and slipped me anote. Michelle just called, it read. Remember that you have
to get themto pay for her hairdresser and makeup artist.

"Look, Tom," Brad said. "Y ou know we want Michelle. But you're asking too much. Allen is getting
$20 million and 20% of the gross. If we give Michelle what she wants, that's $35 million and a third of
the gross right there. Where do you suggest we might make a profit?"

$14 million, she can pay for her own damn hair, | wrote on the pad. Mirandaread it and raised her
eyebrows. She left the room. The odds of her actually giving that message to Michelle were
unimaginably remote. She's not paid to do everything | say -- she's paid to do everything | should say.
There's adifference.

"I have two points to make here," | said, turning my attention back to Brad. "First: Allen Green isn't my
client. If he were, I'd be endlessly fascinated by the amount of money you're throwing to him. But heis
not. Therefore, | could not possibly give two shits about what you're handing him. My responsibility is
to my client and getting afair deal for her. Second: $20 million for Allen Green? You're anidiot."

"Allen Greenisamajor star.”

"Allen Green was amajor star,” | said, "When | wasin high school. I'm about to go back for my 10th
year reunion. He's been out in the wilderness for along time, Brad. Michelle, on the other hand, isa
major star. Right now. $300 million in her last two films. Fourteen million isabargain.”

The door opened. Miranda popped her head in. She's back, she mouthed.
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"Tom," Brad began.

"Hold on a second, Brad. The woman herself is on the other line." | cut him off before he could say
anything. "What?" | said to Miranda.

"Miss Thing says she has to talk to you right now about something very important that can't wait."
"Tell her I'm already working on the hairdresser."

"No, it's even more important than that," Miranda said. "From the sound of it, it may be the most
important thing ever in the history of mankind. Even more important than the invention of liposuction.

"Don't be mocking liposuction, Miranda. It has extended the career of many an actress, thus benefiting
their agents, allowing them to pay your salary. Liposuction is your friend."

"Linetwo," Miranda said. "Let me know if fat-sucking is toppled.”

| punched the button for line two. Ambient street noise filled my earphones. Michelle was undoubtedly
careening along Santa Monica Boulevard.

"Michelle," | said. "I'm trying to make you very rich. Whatever it is, makeit quick."

"Ellen Merlow got Hard Memories." Michelle said. "I thought | was in the running for that. | thought |
had it."

"Don't feel too bad about it, Michelle," | said. "Everyone was up for that one. If you didn't get it, that
puts you in there with Jessica Lange and Meryl Streep. Y ou're in good company. Besides, the pay wasn't
that good."

| heard a short brake squeal, followed by a horn and some muffled yelling. Michelle had cut someone
off. "Tom, | need roles like that, you know? | don't want to be doing Summertime Blues for the next ten
years. Thisrole would have helped me stretch. | want to work on my craft.”

At the word craft, | mimed stabbing myself in the eye. "Michelle, right now you're the biggest female
star in Hollywood. Let's work with that for a couple of movies, okay? Get a nice nest egg. Y our craft
will still be there later."

“I'm right for thisrole, Tom."

"Theroleis a40ish Jewish woman victimized in the Warsaw ghetto and Treblinka, who then fights
racism in the United States,” | said. "You're 25. And you're blonde." And you think Treblinka is a shop
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on Méelrose. | kept that last thought in my head. No point confusing her.
"Jessica Langeis blonde."
"Jessica Lange aso hastwo Oscars,” | said. "So does Ellen, for that matter. One in each acting category.
And she's also not 25, or blonde. Michellg, let it go. If you want to work on your craft, we can get you

into some live theater. That's craft. Craft up the wazoo. They're doing Doll's House over at the Dorothy
Chandler. You'll loveit."

"Tom, | want that part."

"Well talk about it later, Michelle. I've got to get back to Brad. Gotta go. We'll talk soon.”
"Remember to tell him about the hair--" | clicked her off and switched Brad back on. "Sorry, Brad."
"I hope she was telling you not to blow this offer by asking for too much," Brad said.

"Actually, she was telling me about another project she's really passionate about,” | said. "Hard
Memories."

"Oh, come on," Brad said. "She's alittle young and blonde to be playing Yentl, isn't she? Anyway, Ellen
Merlow just got that part. Read it in the Times today."

"Since when does the Times get anything right? Michelle's alittle young for the part, yes, but that's what
makeup isfor. She'sadraw. Could get awhole other audience for serious drama.”

Brad snorted. " She won't be getting fourteen million for that,” he said. "That's their entire budget."

"No, but she'll be working on her craft," | said. | popped the ball up and down on my desk. "The
Academy eats that stuff up. It'sanomination, easy. Like Cher in Slkwood." Sometimes | can't believe
what comes out of my own mouth.

But it was working. | could hear Brad weighing the optionsin his mind. The project at hand was the
sequel to Murdered Earth -- called, in aburst of true creativity, Earth Resurrected. They had a problem:
they killed off the hero in the first film. Which as just as well, since Mark Glavin, who played him, was
aloser who was well on hisway to replicating the career arc of Mickey Rourke.

So when it came to the sequel, they had to build it around Michelle, whose character managed to
survive. The script had been written, the casting completed, and the pre-production was rolling along
under afull head of steam. Stopping now to recast or rewrite was not an option. They were over abarrel
-- they knew it and | knew it. What we were arguing about now was the size of the barrel.
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Miranda's head popped through the door again. | glared at her. She shook her head. Not her, she
mouthed. Carl.

| set the ball down. When? | mouthed.
Three minutes, she mouthed.

"Brad, listen,” | said. "I've got to get -- I've just been told | have a meeting with Carl. He's going to want
to know where we stand on this. Hard Memories has about wrapped up its casting. We haveto tell them
one thing or another. | have to tell Carl one thing or another."

| could hear Brad counting in his head. "Fuck," he said, finally. "Ten million and ten percent."

| glanced down at my watch "Brad, it's been a pleasure talking to you. | hope that my client can work
with you again some at some point in the future. In the meantime, | wish you and the other Murdered
Earth producers the best of success. We're going to miss being a part of that family."

"You bastard," Brad said. "Twelve five, salary and percentage. That'sit. Takeit or don't."
"And you hire her hair and makeup people.”

Brad sighed. "Fine. Why the hell not. Allen's bringing his people. It'll be one big party. We'll al put on
pancake together and then get a weave."

"Well, then, we have adeal. Courier over the contract and wel'll start picking at it. And remember we
still need to wrangle about merchandising."

"Y ou know, Tom," Brad said, "l remember when you were anice kid."

“I'm still anicekid, Brad," | said. "It'sjust now I've got clients that you need. Chat with you soon.” | hit
the phone button and looked at my watch.

| just closed the biggest deal of the year to date, earned one and a quarter million for my company and
myself, and still had 90 seconds before the meeting with Carl. More than enough time to pee.

When you're good, you're good.

Posted by john at 10:53 PM

Chapter Two
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| came out of the bathroom with 30 seconds left on the ticker, and started walking briskly towards the
conference room. Miranda was trotting immediately behind.

"What's the meeting about?' | asked, nodding to Drew Roberts as | passed his office.

"Hedidn't say," Miranda said.

"Do we know who elseisin the meeting?"

"He didn't say,” Miranda said.

The second-floor conference room sits adjacent to Carl's office, which is at the smaller end of our
agency's vaguely egg-shaped building. The building itself has been written up in Architectural Digest,
which described it as a"Four-way collision between Frank Gehry, Le Corbousier, Jay Ward and the
salmonella bacteria.” It's unfair to the sailmonella bacteria. My office is stacked on the larger arc of the
egg on the first floor, along with the offices of all the other junior agents. After today, a second-floor,

little-arc office was looking somewhat more probable in the future. | was humming the themeto "The
Jeffersons' as Miranda and | got to the door of the conference room and walked through.

In the conference room sat Carl, an aquarium, and alot of empty chairs.
"Tom," said Carl. "Good of you to come."

"Thanks, Carl," | said, "Good of you to have the meeting.” | then turned to the table to consider probably
the most important decision of the meeting: Where to sit.

If you sit too closeto Carl, you will be pegged as an obsequious, toadying suck-up. Which is not all that
bad. But it will also mean you run the risk of depriving a more senior agent his rightful position at the
table. Which is very bad. Promising agency careers had been brutally derailed for such casual disregard
of one's station.

On the other hand, if you sit too far away, it'sasignal that you want to hide, that you haven't been
getting your clients the good roles and the good money; thus you've become a drag on the agency.
Agents smell fear like sharks smell wounded sea otter pups. Soon your clients will be poached from you.
Y ou'll then have nothing to do but stare at your office walls and drink antifreeze until you go blind.

| sat about halfway down the table, dightly closer to Carl than not. What the hell. | earned it.
"Why are you sitting so far away?' Carl asked.
| blinked.
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"I'm just saving space for the other folks in the meeting,” | said. Had he heard about the Michelle Beck
deal already? How does he do it? Has he tapped my phone? | goggled frantically at Miranda, who was
standing behind me, notepad at ready. She shot me alook that said, don't ask me. I'mjust here to take
shorthand.

"That's very considerate of you, Tom," Carl said. "But no one elseis coming. In fact, if you don't mind,
I'd prefer it if Ms. Escalon wouldn't mind excusing us as well."

Thiswould be the point where | casually dismissed my assistant and turned suavely to Carl, ready for
our executive pow-wow. What | ended up doing was staring blankly. Fortunately, Miranda was on the
ball. "Gentlemen," she said, excusing herself. On her way out, she dug the spike of her shoe into my
pinky toe, and snapped me back to reality. | stood up, looking for where to sit.

"Why don't you sit here," Carl said, and pointed to a chair on the far side of the table, next to the
aguarium.

"Great. Thanks," | said. | walked to the other side of table and sat down. | stared at Carl. He stared back.
He had alittle smile on hisface.

There are legends in the world of agents. There's Lew Wasserman, the agent of his day, who went over
to the other side of the movie business and thrived at Universal Pictures. There's Mike Ovitz, who went
over to the other side and exploded, humiliatingly, at Disney.

And then there's Carl Lupo, my boss, who went over to the other side, took Century Pictures from a
schlock-horror house to the biggest studio in Hollywood in just under a decade and then, at the height of
his reign, came back over into agency. No one knows why. It scares the Hell out of everyone.

“I'm sorry," | said.

"What?' Carl said. Then he almost immediately laughed. "Relax, Tom. | just want to have alittle chat.
It's been awhile since we've talked."

The last time Carl and | had talked directly to each other in a non-meeting setting was three years earlier.
| had just graduated from the mailroom to the agency floor, where | shared a pod with another mailroom
escapee. My client list was aformer teen idol, then in his 30s and a semi-regular at intervention sessions,
and a cute but brainless 22-year old UCLA cheerleader named Shelly Beckwith. Carl had dropped by,
shook hands with me and my podmate, and blathered pleasantries with us for exactly two minutes and
thirty seconds before moving on to the next pod to do the same thing.

Since then, the former teen idol strangled in his own saliva, my podmate imploded from stress and | eft
the agency to become a Buddhist monk in Big Bear, Shelly Beckwith became Michelle Beck and got
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lucky with two hitsin arow, and | got an office. It's a strange world.
"How are things going with Michelle Beck's negotiations?' Carl asked.

"They're done, actually,” | said. "We're getting twelve five, cash and percentages, and that's before
merchandising."

"That's good to hear," Carl said. "Davis thought you'd hit awall at about $8.5 million, you know. | told
him you'd top that by at |east three and a half. Y ou beat the point spread by a half million dollars."

"Always happy to overachieve, Carl."

"Yes, well, Brad's no good at bargaining anyway. | stuck him with Allen Green, of all people, for 20
million. How that film is ever going to make a profit now is really beyond me."

| chose not to say anything at this point.
"Oh, well, not our problem, | suppose,” Carl said. "Tell me, Tom. Do you like science fiction?"

"Sciencefiction?' | said. "Sure. Sar Wars and Star Trek, mostly, same as everyone. Asakid |
remember begging my mother to let me stay up and watch 'Battlestar Galactica. And there was a period
when | was 14 when | read just about every Robert Heinlein book | could get my hands on. It's been a
while since I've really read any, though. | watched Murdered Earth once, at the premiere. | think that's
killed the genre for me for awhile."

"Which do you like better, movies with evil aliens, or movies with good aliens?"
"I don't know," | said. "I haven't really ever given it much thought."
"Please do so now," Carl said. "Indulge me, if you don't mind."

Carl could have said Please disembowel yourself and sauté your intestines with mushrooms. Indulge me,
if you don't mind and anyone in the agency would have done it. It's disgusting what sycophancy can do.

"I guessif | had to make the choice, I'd go with the evil aliens,” | said. "They just make for better films.
Put in abad alien and you get the Alien films, Independence Day, Predator, Stargate, Starship Troopers.
Good aliens get you * Batteries Not Included. No contest."

"Well," Carl said, "Thereis E.T. And Close Encounters."

“I'll giveyou E.T.," | said. "But | don't buy Close Encounters. Those aliens were cute, sure, but that
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doesn't mean they weren't evil. Once they got out of the solar system, Richard Dreyfus was probably
penned up like avea. Anyway, no one really knows what's going on in that movie. Spielberg must have
been downing peyote frosties when he thought that one up."

"The Sar Trek movies have good aiens. So do the Star Wars movies.”

"The Star Trek movies have bad aliens too, like the Klingons and those guys with the wiresin their
heads."

"The Borg," Carl said.
"Right,” | said. "And in Sar Wars, no one was from Earth, so everyone, technically, was an alien.”

"Interesting," Carl said. He was steepling his fingers together. Apparently the revelation that everyonein
Star Wars had a passport from some other planet had transfixed him like a particularly troublesome Zen
koan.

"“If you don't mind me asking, Carl," | said, "Why are we talking about this? Are we putting together a
package for a science fiction movie? Other than Earth Resurrected, | mean.”

"Not exactly," Carl said, unsteepling his fingers, and placing them, flat out, on the desk. "l was having a
discussion with afriend of mine about thisand | wanted to get another opinion on it. Y our opinion on
the matter islike his, by the way. He's pretty much of the opinion that people are more comfortable with
aliens as a hostile 'other' rather than a group that would have friendly intentions."

"WEéll, | don't think most people really think of aliens one way or the other,” | said. "I mean, we're
talking about movies, here. As much as| like the movies, it's not the same time thing."

"Really?' The fingersteeple was suddenly back. "So if real aliens dropped from the sky, people might
accept that they'd be friendly?"

| was back to staring again. | remembered having a conversation like this, once beforein my life. The
difference was that that conversation was back in my deeply stoned college freshman days, in aroom
strung with Christmas lights and tin foil, lying on a beanbag. The conversation | was having now was
with one of the few men on the planet who could have the President of the United States return his call.
Within ten minutes (They roomed together at Y ale). Having this conversation with Carl was profoundly
incongruous, right up there with listening to your grandfather talk about the merits of the hottest new
sports kayak.

"Maybe," | ventured. When in doubt, equivocate.
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"Hmmmm." Carl said. "So, Tom. Tell me about your clients."

| have alittle man in the back of my brain. He likesto panic in situations like these. He was |ooking
around nervousdly. | kicked him back into his hole and started down the list.

First and foremost, obviously, was Michelle: beautiful, in demand, and not nearly smart enough to
realize the dumbest thing she could at this point in her life is not take the money and run. | blamed
myself.

Next up was Elliot Y oung, hunky young star of the ABC's "Pacific Rim". "Pacific Rim" was second in
its Wednesday 9 PM time slot and 63rd overall for the year. But thanksto Elliot's tight, volleyball-player
ass and ABC's willingness to have him drop his shortsto solve crime at least once per episode, it was
cleaning up in the 18-34 female viewers category. ABC was selling alot of ad time to yeast infection
treatments and feminine products with "wings'. Everyone was happy. Elliot's looking to expand into
film, but then, of course, who isn't.

Rashaad Creek, urban comic, originally from the mean streets of Marin County, where they'll busta cap
in your ass for serving red wine with fish. Rashaad wasn't nearly as neurotic as most comedians, which
means on his own he's generally not as funny. Nevertheless, thanks to some nice packaging work, we'd
sold his pilot "Workin' Out!" to UPN. Rashaad's budding career was watched over like a hawk by his
overbearing manager, who also happened to be his mother. We pause for a shudder here.

The unfortunately-named Tea Reader (pronounced tee-a), singer-turned-actress that | inherited from my
old podmate after his forebrain sucked inward. Tea, from what | can figure, contributed a good half of
his stress -- notoriously difficult and given to tantrums far out of proportion to her track record (Three
singles from one album, peaking at #9, #13 and #24, respectively, a second female lead in a Pauly Shore
flick, and a series of ads for Mentos). She was just this side (she insisted) of 30, which made her a
perfect candidate to host her own talk show or infomercial. Tea called about once a week and threatened
to get other representation. | wish.

Tony Baltz, a character actor who was nominated for a Best Supporting Oscar a decade ago, and had
since refused to consider anything that's not alead role. Which was a shame, as the romantic lead market
for 50-something short, bald guys was pretty much aready sewn up by Danny DeVito and Dennis
Franz. We managed to get him the occasional "Lifetime" movie.

The rest of my clients were a collection of has-beens, never-weres, near-misses and not-there-yets, the
sorts of folksthat fill out the bottom half of every junior agent's dance card. Someone has to play the
second spear-carrier on the left, and someone has to represent them. Be that as it may, going over the list
with Carl, | realized that if it wasn't for the presence of Michelle, my client roster was of the sort that
makes for alifetime of junior agenthood. | decided not to bring it up.

"So, to recap,” Carl said, after | had finished, "One superstar, two average-to-mediocres, two marginals
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and a bunch of filler."

| thought about trying to sweeten up that assessment, but then realized there wasn't a point. | shrugged.
"| suppose so, Carl. It's no worse than any other junior agent's client list here."

"Oh, no, | wasn't criticizing," Carl said. "Y ou're agood agent, Tom. Y ou look out for your people and
you get them work -- and, astoday proves, you can get them what they're worth and then some. You're a
sharp kid. You're going to do well in this business."

"Thanks, Carl," | sad.

"Sure," he said. He pushed back his chair a bit and plopped his legs on the table. "Tom, how many of
your clients do you think you can afford to lose?"

"What?'

"How many can you lose?' Carl waved his hand. "Y ou know, farm out to other agents, drop entirely,
whatever."

The little man in my head had escaped from his hole and was running around frantically, asif on fire.
"None!" | said. "l mean, with al due respect, Carl, | can't lose any of them. It's not fair to them, for one
thing, but for another thing, | need them. Michelle's doing well now, but believe me, that's not going to
last forever. Y ou can't ask meto cut myself off at the knees."

| pushed back dlightly from the table. "Jesus, Carl," | said. "What's going on here? First the science
fiction, now with my clients -- None of this making much sense to me at the moment. I'm getting alittle
nervous, here. If you've got some bad news for me, stop twisting me and just get to it."

Carl stared at me for the fifteen longest seconds in my life. Then he put his feet down, and moved his
chair closer to me.

"You'reright, Tom" he said. "I'm not handling this very well. | apologize. Let metry thisagain." He
closed his eyes, took a breath, and looked straight at me. | thought my spine was going to liquefy.

"Tom," hesaid, "l have aclient. It's avery important client, Tom, probably the most important client we
as an agency will ever have. At least | can't imagine any other client being more important than this one.
This client feels that he has a very serious image problem, and 1'd have to say that | agree with him there.
He has a special project that he wants to put together, something that needs the most delicate handling
imaginable.

"I need someone to help me get this project off the ground, someone that | can trust. Someone who can
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handle the job for me without my constant supervision, and who can keep his ego in check for the sake
of the project.

“I'm hoping you'll be that someone for me, Tom. If you say no, it won't affect your role at the agency in
the dlightest -- you can walk out of this office and this meeting that we've had simply won't have
happened. But if you do say yes, it means you're committed, whatever it takes, for aslong as it takes.
Will you help me?!

The little man in my head was now pounding on the backsides of my eyeballs. Say NO, the little man
was saying. Say no and then let's go to TGI Fridays and get really, really drunk.

"Sure," | said. Thelittle man in my head started weeping openly.

Carl reached over, covered my hand like it was his computer mouse, and shook it vigorously. "1 knew |
could count on you," he said. "Thanks. | think you're going to enjoy this."

"I hope s0," | said. "I'min for the long haul. So who isthe client? Isit Tony?' Antonio Marantz had
been caught fondling a sixteen-year-old extra on the set of the latest Morocco Joe film. It was a bad
situation made worse by the fact that the sixteen-year-old that People's "Most Eligible Bachelor” was
fooling around with happened to be a boy, and the son of the director. After the director's fingers were
pried from Tony's throat, everything was hushed up. The director got amillion dollar raise. The boy got
aDirector's Guild "internship" on the Admiral Cook biopic that was filming in Greenland for the next
six months. Tony got a stern lecture about the effect that cavorting with underage boys would have on
the asking price of hisnext role. The crew got lesser but still fairly rich favors. Everyone stayed bought;
It didn't even make the gossip column of Buzz. But you never know. These things spring leaks.

"No, it'snot Tony," Carl said. "Our client is here."

"In the building?"'

"No," Carl said, tapping the aguarium that was between us. "Here."

“I'm not following you, Carl," | said. "Y ou're talking about an aguarium.”
"Look in the aguarium," Carl said.

For the first time since | entered the room, | took a good look at the aquarium. It was rectangular and
neither especially big or small -- about the size of the usual aguarium you'd see in any home. The only
thing notable about it was the absence of fish, rocks, bubbling filters or little plastic treasure chests. It
was filled entirely with aliquid that was clear but slightly cloudy, asif the aquarium water hadn't been
changed in about a month. | stood up, looked over the top of the aquarium, and got a closer look. And
smell. | looked over the aquarium at him.
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"What isthis, tuna Jell-O?"

"Not exactly," Carl said, and then addressed the aguarium. "Joshua, please say hello to Tom."
The stuff in the aguarium vibrated.

"Hi, Tom," the aguarium gunk said. "It's nice to meet you."

Posted by john at 10:57 PM

Chapter Three

"How do you do that?' | asked Carl.

"Do what?" Carl asked.

"Makeit speak,” | said. "That'sareally neat trick."
"I'm not making it speak, Tom." Carl said.

"No, | know that. | realizeit's not a ventriloquist thing," | said. "What I'm asking is, how does sound
come out of it at al. Jell-O doesn't strike me as the most efficient medium for sound."

“I'm not really sure about the physics of it, Tom," Carl said. "I'm an agent, not a scientist."

"Thisisvery cool technology," | said, touching the surface of the gunk. It was sticky, and resisted my
fingertips alittle. "I mean, I'm not going to rush out and buy Jell-O speakers, but it's still very cool.
What isit? Something from a science fiction movie? Is our client doing a film about gelatinous aliens or
something?"

"Tom," Carl said. "It's not about a movie. That," he pointed to the aquarium, “is our client."
| stopped playing around with the gunk and looked over at Carl. "I'm not following you," | said.
"It'salive, Tom," Carl said.

The stuff wriggled slightly under my fingers. | pulled them back so quickly | felt a seam on my suit
jacket rip. An inside seam. Near the shoulder. | had paid $400 for the jacket, and it et me down in the
first moment of crisis. | focused all my mental energy on considering that jacket seam, because the only
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other thing to think about at the moment was that thing in the tank. The jacket seam, that | could handle.

Finally, after afew minutes, the words came, something that, | think, covered the enormity of the
situation and what | was experiencing in my head.

"Holy shit," | said.

"That's a new one on me," said the aquarium gunk.
"It'sjust an expression,” Carl said.

"Holy Christ on apony,” | said.

"So'sthat," Carl noted.

"Ah," said the gunk. "Listen, do you mind if | get out of this box now? I've been it all day. The right
angles are killing me."

"Please," Carl said.

Thank you," said the gunk. A tendril formed off the surface of the gunk and arched towards the
conference table, touching down close to the center of the table. The tendril wobbled slightly for a
second, then thickened tremendously as the gunk transferred itself out of the aquarium through the
tendril. When the transfer was over the tendril reabsorbed into the main body, which now sat, globular,
on the conference table.

"That's much better," the gunk said.

"Carl," | said. | was keeping my distance from the gunk. "Y ou'd really better catch me up on what's
going on here."

Carl had put his feet back on the table. They rested not too far off from where the gunk was piled. That
seemed a bad ideato me. "Do you want the long or short version?' He asked.

"Give me the short version for now, if you don't mind," | said.

"Fine," he said. "Tom, have a seat, please. | promise Joshua won't leap on you and suck out your brains.

"I won't," the gunk that was apparently called Joshua agreed. "I'm agood alien, not like those bad aliens
that make for such good movies. Please, Tom, sit down."
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| didn't know which was more fundamentally disturbing: that Jell-O was talking to me, that it had a
sense of humor, or that it had better mannersthan | did. My body sat down in my seat; the man in my
brain readied himself for a sprint to the door.

"Thank you," Carl said. "Here's the short version: About four months ago, the Y hergk, of which my
friend Joshuais a member of, contacted me. The Y hergjk have been watching us here on Earth for a
while, and they decided recently that after several years of observation, it was time to make themselves
known to humanity. But they have concerns.”

"We look like snot," Joshua said. "And we smell like dead fish."

Carl nodded in Joshua's direction. "The Y hergk are worried that their physical appearance will present
problems.”

"We have seen The Blob, and it isus," Joshua intoned.

Another nod from Carl. "The Y hergik have decided that before they can appear to humanity, some
arrangements have to be made -- away has to be made for them not to appear so ugly from the outset."

"We need an agent to get usthe role of the friendly aliens,”" Joshua said.

"That's the short version," Carl said.

| sat there for a second, trying to process the information. "Can | ask aquestion?' | said.
" Shoot," said Joshua

| looked at Joshua and for amoment | was frozen. | didn't know what part of it to address. It al looked
the same. | dealt with it by looking straight at its center. "Dumb question first: Why didn't you just drop
on the lawn of the White House? | mean, in the movies, that's pretty much how it was done."

"We thought about it," Joshua said. "Then we caught the Presidential debates. The people you folks elect
are sort of scary. And you Americans are the folks that do it the best on this entire planet. Besides, your
president only speaks for Americans. American movies speak for your world. Who hasn't seen Wizard of

Oz? Or Jaws? Or Star Wars? We've seen them, and we're not even from this planet.” Joshua sprouted a
tendril and tapped the table. "If you want to introduce yourself to the planet, thisis the place to start."

"Okay," | said. | looked over at Carl. "The....Earjack --"

"Yhergk," Carl said, pronouncing it yee-heer-aahg-k.
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"It's not our real name," Joshua said, "but you couldn't pronounce what we're actually called.”
"Why not?"' | asked.

"Well, for one thing, it'sasmell," Joshua said. "Would you like to smell it?"

| glanced at Carl. He shrugged. "Sure,” | said.

The room filled with a stench that resembled the offspring of arotted sneaker and Velveeta. | gagged
involuntarily.

"God, that's horrible," | said, and immediately regretted it. "I'm very sorry," | said. "That was probably
the first ever insult to an extraterrestrial. | apologize."

"No offense taken," Joshua said, mildly. "Y ou should come to a Y hergk get-together. It'slike a
convention of farts."

"I believe there was a question at the beginning of all this," Carl said.

"Right," | said, and looked back to Carl. "How many people know about the Y hergjk?"
"Including you and me?* Carl said.

"Yes," | said.

"Two," Carl said. "Well, and a couple thousand Y heragjk orbiting the planet. But among humans, it's just
you and me."

"Wow," | said.

"It's not that hard to believe," Joshua said. "If you run out of here and say that you've just met an alien
that looks like gelatin and smells like a cat in heat, who's going to believe you? All the really believable
aliens have spines.”

| ignored this. "Carl, why me?"

Carl tilted his head at me, and regarded me like a favored child. Which, perhaps, | was. "What do you
mean?' he asked.

"I mean, I'm flattered that you picked me to help you to do...." | waved my hands around, "whatever it is
that we're going to be doing here. But | don't know why you picked me."
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"Well, it'slike| said," Carl said. "l need someone who's smart and that | can trust.”

"| appreciate that," | said. "But Carl, you don't even know me. |'ve worked here for five years, and every
other time we've spoken, it was in meetings, about our clients and how we were going to package them.
And that wasn't that often.”

"Do you feel neglected?' Carl asked. "I wouldn't have pegged you for that."

"No, that's not it," | said. "It's never bothered me. That's not what | mean. What | mean isthat | don't
know why you feel you can trust me, or why you think I'm smart. Y ou can, and | am, but | wouldn't have
thought 1'd be an obvious choice. I'm surprised you even thought of me."

Carl smirked, looked off for a second, asif communicating to an unseen audience, and then turned back
to me. "Tom," he said, "give me some credit for knowing something about the people who | employ."

| straightened up dlightly. "I didn't mean to offend you, Carl."

"You haven't," he said. "My point here is simply that I've been aware of you and your work for this
company. Y our works speaks quite a bit as to the person you are, and as for the rest of it..." he shrugged.
"Sometimes you take a chance."

"Thanks," | said.

"Also, to be blunt," Carl continued, "you're just ajunior agent here. You're flying under the radar. If any
of the senior agents suddenly divested himself of his clients and started sneaking around, it would be
noticed. There would be gossip. Infighting. Storiesin Variety and the Times. No one's going to notice or
careif you do the same thing."

It was my turn to smirk. "Well, my mother might be concerned.”
"Does she write for the Times?' Carl said.

"l don't think so," | said. "Shelivesin Arizona."

"Well, then," Carl said. "That's fine with me."

"I'm still confused as to why you need me," | said. "Certainly you don't need me to put something
together."

"But | do," Carl said. "Because | can't."

file:///K |[/eMule/lncoming/John%20Scal zi %20-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (19 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:46



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

"Tom," Joshua said, "If it would throw the company in turmoil if one of the senior agents here dropped
what they're doing to start working on a secret project, how much more suspiciousisit going to look if
Carl did it?'

"I can't even take a vacation without someone here attempting a palace coup," Carl said. "There's no way

I'm going to be able to stop running this place to look after this. No, someone else has to deal with this
thing. Y ou've got the job."

"Carl, | don't even know what the job is," | said.

"Make me beautiful," Joshua said. "I'm ready for my closeup, Mr. DeMille."

"The Job," Carl said, implying the capital "J" with hisvoice, "Is to find some way to prepare the planet
for the presence of the Y herglk. They're ready to show themselves to humanity, Tom. You have to make

humanity ready for them."

The words hung out there in the air for a minute, not unlike, | suppose, the fragrance of a'Y hergjk
conversation -- invisible, but very hard to ignore.

"I'm just guessing here," Joshua said, "But I'm thinking thisis probably where you say 'Holy shit' again,
Tom."

Posted by john at 10:59 PM

Chapter Four

Miranda was being monopolized by Ben Fleck, another junior agent, when | returned. She glanced at me
pointedly as | walked by. The glance had a double meaning. The first was whatthe Hell happened in
there? The second was Rescue me. Ben was afirst class jerk who had been trying for 18 months to get
into Miranda's pants; it would have constituted sexual harassment except that Ben was so obviously
inept at it.

"Miranda," | said, "Could you please come to my office?
"Hey," Ben said. "I'm discussing a client with Miranda at the moment."

"That client isin your pants, Ben," | said. "And he's never going to get the job. Miranda?' | held the
door open for her as she took her notepad and walked by me into my office.

"Thank you," she said, as | closed the door behind us. "Though you shouldn't be so rough on Ben. He's
sort of sweet, in his own lecherous, oafish way."
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"Nonsense," | said. "I'm not going to let him get away with anything I'm not allowed to get away with."
"But Tom," Miranda said. "you're neither lecherous nor oafish. "

"Thanks, Miranda," | said, and leaned against my desk. "I'll put that on my gravestone. 'Here lies
Thomas Stein. He was neither lecherous nor oafish.™

"Enough chitchat," Miranda said. "Do you still have ajob, or are you just putting on a brave face for
your devoted staff?"

"Miranda, did anyone pay attention to where we were going when we went to the meeting?”

Miranda sat in the chair in front of my desk and thought for a moment. "Not that | could tell. You
nodded to Drew Roberts as we walked past him, but don't think he noticed. Y ou're ajunior agent. Y ou
don't rate a nod back."

"Good," | said. "Did anyone ask where | was?"

"In the office? No. Michelle called again,” Miranda crossed her eyes dightly at the word Michelle,
indicating in her own subtle way that she believed Michelle to be less intelligent than the average
protozoan, "but | just told her you were in a meeting. Other than that, my attention was monopolized by
Ben, who loathes you and would not ask about you even if he could get a promotion out of it. Why?"

"If anyone asks, | was just out to get a bagel, okay?"

"You'rekilling me," Miranda said. "I don't normally threaten my bosses, but if you don't tell me what
happened in there, | may have to hurt you."

"I can't, Miranda. You know if | could tell anyone, | could tell you." | gave her my best I'm-utterly-
helplesslook. "I just can't. Just trust me for now, please, and just forget that meeting ever took place?!

Mirandalooked at me for aminute. "Okay, Tom," she said, finally. "But if we're not going to talk about
the meeting that didn't take place, why did you call mein here?"

"I need you to get my files on everyone | represent. Also, give me the names of the latest agents up from
the mailroom, and their client lists, if you can."

Miranda jotted on her notepad. "All right," she said. "Anything in particular | should look for in the new
agents?'
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"I want someone who is so new that he still could do his mail route with his eyes closed. Someone who
doesn't know anything. Me, about three years ago."

"Y oung and naive. Got it, Tom. Actually, | know just the person.”

"Great. Give me about an hour with my files and then have them come for avisit."

"Fine. Anything else?'

"Yes. I'm going to need one of those watercooler bottles. And adolly."

Miranda looked up from her notepad. "A watercooler bottle?'

"Y eah. One of those Arrowhead Water bottles. The five gallon ones."

"And adolly."

"If you can find one. They have them in the mailroom, | think. Y ou can have the new agent retrieveit."

| could see Miranda debating with herself whether or not she wanted to ask what the water bottle was
for. She finally decided against it. What a pro. "Do you want the water bottle empty or full?"

"Doesn't matter,” | said.
"It doesto me," she said. "I have to lug the damn thing to your office."
"Empty, please."

She stopped writing. "Okay," she said. "Y ou'll have your filesin just aminute." She stood up and
walked over the two steps to where | was. | stopped leaning on the desk and stood up. "Tom," she said,
"Y ou can trust me; I'll never speak of that meeting in front of anyone. But whatever happened in that
meeting, congratulations." She reached over and tousled my hair. It was an old-fashioned and matronly
move from someone who was my assistant, and ayear younger than | was. It made me grin like an idiot.

*kkkk*k

Miranda dropped the files on my desk. It was now time to play everybody's favorite game: Ditch the
clients.

"Thisthing is going to take up all of your time from now on," Carl had warned, right after | had signed
up for theride. "Y ou're going to have to formulate a plan and execute it. Y ou're going to have to be an
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aide to Joshua, as well. Which reminds me: he needsto stay at your place."
"What?' | said. Visions of slug slime coating my upholstery leapt, unbidden, into my mind.
"Tom," Joshua said, "it's not exactly an easy commute between here and the ship."

"We can work out the details later,” Carl said, getting back on track. "But what you need to do now,
Tom, is go through your client list and as quietly as possible, offload as many as you can. Joshuais your
full-time job now."

| stared at the files and had aweird tingling in my head. On one hand, this was an agent's dream -- get
rid of the truly annoying clients! Cut the dead weight! Unload the ballast! Every agent who was not
running an agency had clients they'd rather be without -- and here | was being told to gect them. On the
other hand, as an agent, you're only as good as your client list. Better bad clients than none at al. | was
understanding intellectually that my new "client" was an opportunity that comes along -- well, that's
never come along before, now that | thought of it. Emotionally, however, it still felt like | was taking the
ascending 747 that was my agentorial career and aiming it into the Pacific, while all the passengers, my
clients, were screaming in the coach seats, their little emergency plastic airmasks waving in the
turbulence.

Enough thinking, | decided. | grabbed the first file.

Tony Baltz. Gone. He was on his way down anyway, since he was too proud to take the roles that had
made him famous in the first place.

Rashaad Creek. Keep. | could work through his mother, who was doing most of the heavy lifting in that
partnership, anyway. The unsettling Oedipal overtones to Rashaad's situation had always disturbed me,
but now I could finally use them to my advantage.

Elliot Young. Keep. Elliot, bless his heart, was not the brightest of studs. | could sit down with him one
afternoon and convince him that by buckling down on the series for a season, it would make the
transition to films much more profitable in the long run. Who, knows, it might even be the truth.

Tea Reader. Gone. Thank the Lord almighty.

Michelle Beck. Keep. Of course. Michelle Beck was my cover: when a client can rake in twelve million
per film, an agent can't be faulted for wanting to spend more time concentrating on that client. Also,
flying under the radar or not, dropping Michelle after today's paycheck would be noticed by someone.
Michelle and | were bound together for life, or until she pulled a hissy fit and got new representation. If |
didn't have her, | would be, as my father liked to say, walking through athick shag carpet of shit. The
ambivalence | felt about this fact was staggering in its depth.
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The undercard folks were all toast. It didn't really matter who agented them, anyway.
| was finishing up my client triage when Miranda buzzed me. "Mr. Stein,” she said. | could count the

times she called me Mr. Stein on one hand, without having to use my thumb or index finger. "Amanda
Hewson is here."

"Accompany her in, please, Ms. Escalon,” | called Miranda Ms. Escalon even |ess than she called me
Mr. Sein.

Miranda walked in, followed by a gawky blonde who looked like she wasn't old enough to see "R"-rated
films without accompaniment. Amanda Hewson had graduated from the mailroom just over a month
before. Her two clients were aformer Mexican soap opera star who wanted to make it big in Hollywood,
but didn't want to learn the English language, and an actor who administered first aid to her after she
fainted on mile 4 of the LA Marathon. She represented him, apparently, largely out of gratitude.

She was perfect.

"Amanda," | said, motioning to the chair in front of my desk. "Please sit down." She did. | regarded her
the same way Carl regarded me earlier today. It's fair; the distance, careerwise, was not dissimilar.

Amanda was looking around. "Nice office," she said.
My officeisadump.
"Itis, isn'tit?" | said. "Amanda, do you know why | asked you here?"

"Not really," Amanda confessed. "Ms. Escalon " -- Unseen by Amanda, Miranda crossed her eyes; she
didn't appear to cotton to all thisformalness -- "said that it was important but didn't say what it was."

| did some more regarding. It was making Amanda nervous, she looked behind her briefly to seeif | was
actually looking at something behind her, then turned back, tittered nervously. Her hands, restlessin her
lap, spasmed lightly.

| looked at Miranda. "Y ou think she's the one?' | asked.

Now it was Miranda's turn to regard Amanda. | have to admit, she did a much scarier regarding. Amanda
looked about to wet her pants. "I think so," Miranda said. "At least, she's much better than the other
possibles.”

| had no idea what Miranda was talking about. Then again, she didn't know what | was talking about
either. We were making this up as we went along.
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"So, Amanda,” | said. "Where'd you go to school ?*

"UCLA," shesaid. "In Westwood," she added. After she said that | could see the thought travel through
her head: Moron! We'rein LAl He KNOWSwhere UCLA is! God! I'manidiot! Panic can be truly
endearing when it's done right.

"Redly," | said. "I'm a Bruin myself. How's the high-speed life of an agent treating you these days?'

"Well, really well," she said, with obvious fervor. "I mean, I'm just getting started, so it's alittle rough. |
think it'll be afew more months before | really get my legs." She smiled brightly. She was so new that
she didn't realize that admitting weakness was a mortal sin among agents. | wondered how she got past
the screening process. Beside me, | could feel waves of pity emanate from Miranda. Now | knew why
she had suggested Amanda -- she was trying to keep this clearly non-cynical young woman from having
the stuffing kicked out of her by her more vicious compatriots.

"Well, | hope your legs are ready now, Amanda,” | said. "The officers of this corporation” -- | always
thought that phrase sounded dramatic, and | was right -- "have instructed me to inaugurate a pilot mentor
project for our newest agents, a sort of helping hand to get them up to speed more quickly. Now, | have
to emphasize that thisisjust apilot program, and highly experimental. In fact, it's a secret --"

Amanda’s eyes actually widened. If | were just ten percent less jaded, | think | might have fallen in love.
" -- so you'll have to keep it that way. It's officially unofficial. Understand?’

"Sure, Mr. Stein."

"Call me Tom," | said. "Amanda, what do you think of Tea Reader?"

Her eyes got even wider. Make that five percent less jaded.

Two hours and a Starbucks | atte each later, the Officially Unofficial Mentor Project was underway.
Under my "supervision," Amanda would take over the day-to-day representation needs of Tea Reader,
Tony Baltz, and my undercard clients. For the first month, Amanda would make detailed weekly reports
on "our" clients, which | would read and comment on. That would decrease to twice monthly the second
month, and monthly thereafter. During this time, any money made from representing these clients would
be split between mentor and student. After six months, pending mentor approval, Amanda could
represent up to six of these clients full-time, with all commissions and fees going to her from that point
forward. To myself, | figured that any clients she didn't want to keep after six months | would drop in

any event.

Amanda was happy because even with a reduced commission rate, she stood to make far more money
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over the next six months than she could have off her own clients, and would get an automatically
expanded client list at the end of it. Plus, of course, my invaluable mentoring services. | was happy
because | offloaded my clients. The only one who might not be entirely happy with it was Miranda,
because she knew that the reports | was supposed to read and comment on were actually going to be read
and commented on by her. But she didn't say anything about it. | was going to have to get her raise soon.

Amandawent of in ahaze of blissfulness and promisesto "get right on it." She was like a Mouseketeer
on "Let's Represent Someone" day. | could aimost see her skip to her pod. | hoped her first experience
with Tea Reader would not send her too much into shock.

"That was adirty trick," Miranda said to me.

"What do you mean?' | said. "Look at her. What are her chances of getting a decent client list on her
own?'

"Not to her," Miranda said. "To me. Now I'm going to have to add babysitting to my list of things to do."
"Shelll befine," | said. "And anyway, | thought you liked her."

"I do like her," Miranda said. "And she will be fine. Eventually." She put her face closer to mine. "But in
the short term, | might as well be a crossing guard, for all the hand-holding I'm going to do. Now. I'm off
to get your waterbottle." She walked out of the office.

| was going to have to get her araise very soon.

*kkk*%k

| knocked on the conference room door. It was unoccupied. | entered the conference room with the water
bottle and the dolly, closed the door, locked it behind me.

"Y ou have got to be kidding," Joshua said.

Joshua had returned back to the aguarium and had stayed in the conference room after our meeting was
done. My job had been to find a unobtrusive way to get him from the conference room to my place. Carl
wouldn't tell me how he had gotten Joshuainto the building unnoticed, and he wasn't giving me any tips
on how to get him out. Think of it as your first challenge, he said. Were | paming off the first known
extraterrestrial on a subordinate to take care of, | think I'd be alittle more concerned.

"We give you three hours to come up with something, and thisis the best you can do," Joshua said. "I'm
not scared yet, but I'm getting there."
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“I'msorry,” | said. "I had to improvise." | wheeled the bottle over and sat it next to the tank. | had
figured that afive-gallon water bottle would be big enough to fit Joshuain. Now | wasn't so sure.

Neither was he. He extended a tendril out of the aguarium and sent it down into the bottle and waved it
around, asif to check it for roominess. "How long will it take to get to your place?' he said.

"Probably an hour, maybe more," | said. "l live in La Canada. The 405 will be jammed up, but once we
get over to the 210, it should be pretty quick. Isit going to be a problem?"

"Not at all," Joshua said. "Who doesn't enjoy being crammed into afive-gallon plastic bottle for an
hour?"

"Y ou don't have to stay in the bottle once we get to the car,” | said. "Once we're out of here, you can
spread out." Thiswrinkle in the plan was as new to me as it was to him. | had assumed he'd stay in the
bottle the whole trip. But my car upholstery was a small price to pay for interplanetary peace. I'd just
have to remember to get one of those little pine tree air fresheners.

"Thanks, but no thanks," Joshua said. "The conversation where you try to explain to a highway
patrolman why you have 40 pounds of gelatin in your passenger seat isone | think we'd both rather
avoid."

| laughed. "I'm sorry," | said. "I'm sort of amazed you know what a highway patrolman is.”

"Why?" Joshua said. "Y ou've been beaming 'CHiPs' into space for decades.” He wiggled his tendril
again, and then sighed. He must have picked that up purely as a sonic affectation because he had no
lungs from which to exhale. "All right, here | go, " he said, and started putting himself into the bottle.

He came dangerously close to filling up the bottle. In the last few seconds, a thought popped into my
skull: I'm going to need another bottle. It didn't occur to me to question the logic of that thought. He was
gelatinous, he should be able to divide up. It became academic when he topped out about three
millimeters from the top of the mouth of the bottle.

"Comfortable?' | asked.

"Remind me to stuff you into a medium-sized suitcase and ask you that same question,” Joshua said. His
voice was diminished and tinny, no doubt due to the relatively tiny amount of surface area he had to
vibrate.

"Sorry," | said. "Listen, do you need this open? I'm thinking it might be better if | put the top back on
thisthing."
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"Are you out of your mind?' Joshua said. "Keep it open."”
"Okay," | said. "l didn't know. | suppose you need to breathe."
“It's not that," Joshua said. "I'm claustrophobic.”

"Readly?"

"Look," Joshua said. "Just because | come from a highly advanced alien species doesn't mean | can't be
intensely neurotic. Can we go now? | already feel like | want to scream.”

| hiked the dolly up on its wheels, wheeled over to the door, unlocked it, and headed out into the
hallway. It was still early enough in the day that the office was still busy. | was worried that someone
might ask me why | was wheeling a five-gallon water bottle around until | remembered that | was on the

second floor, the land of senior agents. A senior agent would naturally assume it was my job to wheel
water bottles around. | was probably safe until | hit the lobby.

Whichisin fact where | got noticed. As | passed the receptionist's desk on the way to the parking lot,
some guy at the desk turned around. "Tom Stein?' he asked.

The Just Keep Moving command left my brain atenth of a second after the Look Around reflex kicked
in. By then, of course, it wastoo late; | had already stopped and looked back. "Y es?'

The man jogged the short distance over and extended his hand. "Glad | caught you," he said, aswe
shook. "Y our assistant said you had already left."

"I had," | said. "I just had to stop elsewhere and pick something up."”

"| can seethat," he said, glancing down at the waterbottle. "I guess you've gone past office supplies.”
"Who areyou?' | asked.

"I'm sorry," he said. "Jim Van Doren. | writefor The Biz."

The Bizwas aweekly bit of libel written in a snide, knowing sort of tone that implied the folks who
slapped together The Biz were just coming from lunch with movie company heads, who couldn't wait to
dlip them the latest gossip. Neither | nor anyone | knew knew anyone who had ever actually spoken to
anyone at the magazine. No one knew how the magazine got written. No one knew anyone who actually
would pay to read it.

Van Doren himself was about my age, blond and balding, sort of pudgy. He looked like what happened
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to former USC frat boys about three months after they realize that their college days were never, ever
coming back.

"Van Doren," | said. "No relation to Charles, | assume."

"The guy from Quiz Show? | wish," Van Doren said. "His dad won a Pulitzer Prize, you know. Wouldn't
mind getting one of those myself."

"Y ou'd probably have to work for a magazine that didn't devote six pages to an illustrated article about
porno pictures on the Internet,” | said. "Y ou remember, the one where big star's heads were cut and
pasted on to pictures of women having sex with dogs and glass bottles? The one that just about every
movie studio in the city sued you over."

"I didn't have anything to do with that story," he said.

"That'sgood," | said. "Michelle Beck is my client. She was rather unamused by the picture that had her
taking it up the back door from George Clooney while eating out Gwenyth Paltrow. As her agent, 1'd be
required to break your nose on her behalf. Of course, I'd take my ten percent, too." | started walking
towards the lobby door.

Van Doren, who was not taking the hint, followed. "Actually, Tom, | knew you were Michelle Beck's
agent. It's sort of why | came here. Heard that you got her twelve and a half for Earth Resurrected.
That's not bad."

| opened the lobby door with one hand and propped it open with my foot as | maneuvered the dolly
through the entry way. "The agency hasn't made any announcement about that to the press, much less
TheBiz" | said. "Where did you hear about it?"*

Van Doren grabbed the door and held it for me. "I got it from Brad Turnow's office," he said. "They
faxed out an announcement to the press, and | got the figure from his receptionist when | called to
follow up."

| made a mental note to have Brad fire his receptionist. "I can't comment about my client's affairs,” |
said, "If you're looking for something, I'm not going to give it to you."

“I'm not here to do anything on Michelle Beck," Van Doren said. "I'm hoping to do a story on you."

"Onme?' | said. "Really, Van Doren. I'm not that interesting. And there are no pictures of me on the Net
having sex with anyone."

"Look, we know we lost alot of goodwill on that story,” Van Doren said. This statement was on the
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same level asthe captain of the Titanic saying, | guess we've taken on a little water. "We're trying to get
away from that sort of thing now. Do some real journalism. The story I'm doing, for example, is'The
Ten Hottest Y oung Agents in Hollywood.™

"Y ou getting ten agents to talk to you?' | wheeled over to my car, a Honda Prelude.
"I've got six so far," he said. "including one of your guys here -- Ben Fleck. Y ou know him?"
"I do," | said. "I wouldn't call him one of the ten hottest young agents in Hollywood."

Van Doren grimaced. "Y eah, | know," he said. "Frankly, none of the really good young agents want to
talk. That'swhy I'm really hoping to do something on you. | mean, twelve and ahaf million! I'd say that
makes you the hottest agent in Hollywood at the moment, period. Y ou're the money guy, in al senses of
the term. Thisis cover story material, Tom. Y ou need help getting that in the trunk?* he gestured to the
water bottle.

| just did not want this guy here.
"No thanks,” | said. "It's going up front."
"WEell, here," he said, stepping around to the dolly. "I'll hold this while you get the door open."

What could | do? | gave him the dolly and went to open the passenger side door. As | opened the door, |
realized | was on the wrong side of it; Van Doren would have to put the bottlein. | felt amild stirring of
panic.

Van Doren redlized thisaswell. "I'll get it," he said, and walked around to pick it up. "l don't suppose
you have acap for this-- if you hit abump, you're going to get it all over your interior."

“"Nope," | said.

Van Doren shrugged. "Your car." He reached down and picked up the bottle, wobbled it slightly,
provoking a spike of fear to my mild stirring of panic, turned and maneuvered it onto the passenger seat.
As he stood up, his face was red and blotchy. "Out of shape," he said. "Tom, don't take this wrong, but
that water smells alittle off. Y ou're not planning to drink it, | hope."

"No," | said. "It'sfrom a sulfur spring one of our agents just got back from. Y ou heat it up and soak init.
Good for the skin. But stinky."

"No kidding," Van Doren said. He leaned against the door, effectively blocking my ability to shut it.
"So, Tom, how about it? | think you'd make a great profile. In fact, if everything goeswell, | might be
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able to persuade my editors to drop the other nine hottest young agents out of the story. A cover story,
Tom."

On anormal day of my life, | would have wanted to be on the cover of The Biz about as much as|
wanted to run my tongue over a cheese grater. Today, with an alien in my passenger seat and no clue as
to my future in the agency, | wanted to be on the cover of The Biz even less than that.

"Thanks, but I'm going to pass,” | said. "I'm not much one for the [imelight. | save that for my clients.”
"Do you hear yourself?' Van Doren said. "Y ou talk in perfect pull quote nuggets. Come on."
| decided to lie. "I'm late for dinner with my parents,” | said, nodding to the door.

He reluctantly backed away. "And concerned about family, too. Y ou're screaming to be made famous,
Tom."

| smiled, thought about saying something, thought better of it "I don't think so, Van Doren. Make Ben
famousinstead." | closed the door and walked over to the driver side.

"Think about it, Tom," Van Doren said, as | got in the car. "I'll be around when you want to talk."
Isthat a promise or a threat? | wondered. | waved, started the Prelude, and got the hell out of there.
| got aticket from the California Highway Patrol, for speeding on the 210.

"That cop was not at all what | expected," Joshua said. "Neither Ponch nor John had breasts. I'm going to
have to revise my expectations."

No kidding.

Posted by john at 11:00 PM

Chapter Five

"All right," | said. "Question and answer time."

"Gasp," Joshua said. "Torture me all you want. But I'll never tell you the location of the rebel base.”

Joshua and | were sitting at my dining room table. More accurately, | was sitting at the table; Joshua was
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sitting on it. Between us was a Pizza Hut carton and the remnants of a large pepperoni pizza. Joshua had
eaten four dlices. They lay, haphazardly, near the center of hisbeing. | could see the slices slowly
disintegrating in an osmotic haze. It was vaguely disturbing.

"Y ou going to eat that last piece?' Joshua said.
"No," | said, turning the carton towards him. "Please."

"Great," Joshua said. A pseudopod extended, folded around the crust edge, and withdrew back into his
body. The dlice was surrounded and joined its brethren. "Thanks. | haven't had anything all day. Carl
thought it might be upsetting to you to see food rotting away in the middle of something that looked like
dried glue."

"Hewasright," | said.

"That's why he's the boss," Joshua said. "Okay. Here's the rules for the question and answer period: you
ask aquestion, then | ask aquestion."

"Y ou have questions?' | asked.
"Of course | have questions," Joshua said. "From my point of view, you're the alien.”
"All right."

"No lying and no evading," Joshua said. "I think we can be pretty safe with each others' secrets, because,
really, who are we going to tell? Fair enough?”

"Fair enough,” | said.
"Good," Joshuasaid. "You go first."
"What are you?' Might aswell get the big one out first.

"A fine question. I'm a highly advanced and organized colony of single-celled organisms that work
together on a macro-cellular level."

"What does that mean?" | asked.
"Wait your turn," Joshua said. "How did you get this place? These are nice digs.”
He wasright. They were nice digs. Far better than | could have afforded on my own (until today, that is)
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-- afour bedroom ranch on three quarters of an acre, overlooking the valley and abutting Angeles
National Forest in the back. Occasionally | woke up and went out back to find adeer in the yard or a
coyote digging through the trash. That passes for nature here in LA. It was just above the smog layer,
too. Such are the advantages of having prosperous parents. My mother |eft it to me after my father died
and sheretired to Scottsdale, to be closer to her mother's nursing home.

The only thing that could be held against it was that it was in the wrong valley -- San Gabriel, where the
“real" people (read: not in the movie business) lived. Every once in awhile one of the other agents
would mock me about that. | would smile sweetly and ask them what the rent was on their one-bedroom
condo in Van Nuys.

“I'velived here dl my life," | said. "My mom gave me the house when she moved. What does ‘highly
advanced and organized colony of single-celled organisms mean?"

"It means that each of the cellsin my body is a self-contained, unspecialized organism," Joshua said.
"How did you decide to become an agent?"

"My dad was an agent -- aliterary agent," | said. "When | was akid, he'd bring his clients over for
dinner. They were weird but fun people. | thought it was cool that my dad knew such weird people, so |
decided | wanted to be an agent. | must have been about five. | had no ideawhat an agent really did. If
you're actually abunch of smaller creatures, how do you get them all to move and act the way you want
them to?"'

"I don't know," Joshua said. "Do you know how you make your heart beat?"
"Sure," | said. "My brain sends a message to my heart to keep beating."
"Right," Joshua said. "But you don't know the exact process."

"No," | said.

"Neither do I," Joshua said. "Do you have Nintendo?"

"What? No," | said. "l had an Atari when | was younger, but that was along time ago. Do you have any
organs, like aheart or a brain?'

"Not exactly," Joshua said. "The cells take turns performing functions, based on need. Right now, for
example, the cells on my surface are collecting sensory information. Other cells not otherwise occupied
are performing cognitive functions. The cells around the pizza are digesting it. Like | said, | don't think
about doing these things, they just get done. What about cable?
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"Basic plus HBO and Spice Channel."

"Naughty boy."

"| wanted Showtime. They screwed it up. | never got around to fixing it."
"I believe you," Joshua said. "Really | do."

"Areyou male or female?' | asked.

“I'm neither," Joshua said. "My cells reproduce asexually. Spice Channel will do nothing for me. Do you
have a computer with an Internet connection?"

"I have aMac and America Online," | said. "Why are you asking about these things?"

"I don't know if you've noticed, but I'm a gelatinous cube," Joshua said. "It's not like I'm going to be
getting out of the house much. The neighbors would talk. So | want to make sure I'm going to be able to
keep myself amused. Got any pets?’

"I had acat, but he ran away about two years ago. | say 'ran away,' but | think he was hit by a car or
eaten by coyotes. The Escobedos next door have aretriever, Ralph, that will occasionally get out of the
yard and come over for avisit. | don't think you need to worry about Ralph, though. He's 15 years ol d.

He might be able to gum you, but that's about it. Anyway, he never comes in the house. So, if your
species reproduces asexually, the means you're a clone of some other Y hergk, right?"

"Eeeeeeeh....." Joshua sounded suspiciously like he was trying to evade the question. "Not exactly,” he
said, finally. "Our cells are asexual but we have away of creating new....'souls' is probably the best word
for it. I'd have areally difficult time explaining it to you."

"Why?"'
"You're out of turn."
"You're evading."

"Oh. Well, in that case, let's say it's a sort of societal taboo. Asking me to talk about it would be sort of
like me asking you to describe in graphic detail the sexual encounter between your parents that resulted
in your conception."

"It was during their honeymoon in Cancun,” | said.
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"What position did they use? How many thrusts did it take? Did your mom bark in pleasure?’
| reddened. "I think | see what you're saying."
"I thought you might," Joshua said. " Speaking of which -- any brothers or sisters?'

"No," | said. "Mom had complications during the pregnancy and nearly died. They thought about
adopting for awhile but they decided against it. Can you die?"

"Sure," Joshua said. "More ways than you can, too. Individual cellsin this collection die all the time,
like cellsin your body die. The whole collection can die, too -- 1'd say we're probably less prone to
random death than your speciesis, but it happens. The soul can also die, even if the collection survives.
Youin arelationship?'

"No. | had agirlfriend at the agency for awhile, but she took ajob in New Y ork about six months ago. It
wasn't very serious, anyway -- more of atension release thing. How long do you live?'

"Three score and ten, just like you," Joshua said. "More or less. It's actually a very complicated question.
Do you like your job?"

"Most of thetime," | said. "I don't know. | think I'm good at it. And | don't know what elsel'd do if |
wasn't doing this. What's your spaceship like?"

"Crowded. Smelly. Poorly lit. What do you when you're not working?"'

“I'm pretty much always working. When I'm not, | read alot. Got that from being the son of aliterary
agent. When my mother moved out, | made my old room into alibrary. Other than that, | don't do too
much. I'm sort of pathetic. How do you know so much about us?*

"What do you mean?' Joshua said.

"Your English isas good as mine. You know about stuff like Nintendo and cable television. Y ou make
references to 50s horror films. Y ou seem to know more about us than most of us do."

"No offense, but it's not that hard being smarter than most of you folks," Joshua said. "Y our planet's
been broadcasting a bunch of stuff for the better part of the last century. We've been paying attention to
alot of it. You can actually learn English from watching situation comedies severa thousand times."

"] don't know how to feel about that,” | said.

"There are some gaps,” Joshua alowed. "Until | actually got down here, we were under the impression
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‘groovy' was still current. It's al those 'Brady Bunch' reruns. For the longest time it never really occurred
to us that they weren't live broadcasts. We thought that the repetition had some ritual significance. Like
they were religious texts or something."

"I'd think the fact that the Brady Bunch never aged might have been a tip-off."

"Don't take thiswrong," Joshua said, "But you all pretty much look the same to us. Anyway, we figured
it out eventually. My turn."

*kkk*%x

The question and answer session went on for another couple of hours, with me asking larger, cosmic
guestions, and Joshua asking smaller, personal questions. | learned that the Y heragjk spaceship was a
hollowed-out asteroid that traveled at slower-than-light speeds, and that it had taken them decadesto
travel from their home planet to here. Joshua learned that my favorite color was green. | learned that

Y hergjk-to-Y herajk communication most often took the form of complex pheromone "ideographs®
launched into the air or passed on through touch: the "speaker” was identified with an identifier
molecule -- his own persona smell. Joshua learned that | preferred eurotrash dance music to American
guitar rock and roll.

At theend of it, | knew more about the Y hergjk than any other person on the planet, and Joshua knew
more about me than any other person on the planet. | ended up thinking that Joshua had somehow gotten
the better end of that bargain; there was only one other person who knew about Joshua, after all. But
presumably alot of other people knew about me.

Only one question remained unanswered: how Joshua got his name. He refused to tell me.
"That's not fair," | said. "You said no lying or evading.”

"Thisisthe exception that provesthe rule," Joshua said. "Besides, it's not my story to tell. Y ou need to
ask Carl how it came about. Now," he executed a maneuver that looked very much like a stretch after a
long bout of sitting, "Whereis that computer of yours? | want to sign in. | want to see how much junk e-
mail | have."

| led him to my home office, where my computer was; he slithered onto the seat, glopped himself onto
the keyboard, and shot out a tendril to the mouse. | was mildly worried that parts of him might get stuck
in my keyboard. But when he moved from the table on the way to the office, he didn't leave any slime
trails. Chalk one up for my upholstery. | figured my keyboard would be okay. | left him to clack away
on AOL and headed out to the back porch.

My backyard was sloped up into the mountainside and heavily wooded in the back. It was on dlightly
higher ground than the adjoining houses backyards -- something | appreciated greatly when | was 13
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and Trish Escobedo next door would lay out next to her pool. | settled into my usual chair, which looked
out onto the Escobedo backyard -- Trish was now married and hadn't lived there for nearly 12 years, but
old habits died hard. On the way out, | had pulled a beer from the fridge; | twisted off the top and sat
back to look up at the stars.

| was thinking about Joshua and the Y herglk. Joshua was an immediate problem -- very smart, very
amusing, very liquid, and, | was beginning to suspect, very prone to boredom. | was giving him a week
before he went off hisrocker in the house. | was going to have to figure some way of getting him out of
the house on an occasional basis; | didn't know what a bored Y heragjk was like but | didn't aim to find
out. Priority one: field trips for Joshua.

The Y hergjk were alessimmediate but infinitely more complicated problem -- alien globs who want to
befriend a humanity that, if asked, would probably prefer to be befriended by something with an
endoskeleton. The only thing that possibly could have been worse were if the Y hergik looked like giant
bugs: that would have turned the half of humanity already afraid of spiders and roaches into insane
gibbering messes. Maybe that was the way to go: "The Y hergk -- At Least They're Not Insects." |
glanced back up at the stars and wondered idly if one of them wasthe Y hergjk asteroid ship.

| heard a scratching at the side gate. | went over to unlatch it; Ralph, the World's Oldest Retriever, was
on the other side, huffing slightly. Histail was wagging feebly and he was looking up at me with atired
doggie grin asif to say, | got out again. Not bad for an old fart.

| liked Ralph. The youngest Escabedo kid, Richie, had graduated from college and moved out about two
years ago, and | suspected since then Ralph didn't get that much notice; Esteban, who owned a

mai nframe software company, didn't have the time, and anyone could tell that Mary just wasn't a dog
person. He was fed but ignored.

Richie used to drop by every now and then with Ralph; he was only afew years younger than | was, and
for awhile had been thinking about becoming an agent before he got nervous and went pre-law instead.
After Richie moved out, Ralph would keep dropping by. | think | reminded him of times when someone
was around to pay attention to him. | didn't mind. Ralph didn't want anything other than to be around
somebody else. He'slike alot of old folks that way. Eventually Estaban or Mary would realize he was
gone and would come over to get him. Ralph would look at me sadly and follow the one or the other
home. A week later he'd get bored and the cycle would repeat.

| headed back to the patio. Ralph shuffled along at my feet and sat next to me when | got to my chair. |
knuckled him on the head gently , and returned my thoughts to the Y heragjk situation.

For some reason, a memory of my childhood popped into my head: my father, Daniel Stein, sitting at the
dining room table with Krysztof Kordus, a Polish poet who had been sent to a concentration camp
during the World War 11 after he, a Catholic, had been caught trying to smuggle Jews out of Poland.
Latein life he had emigrated to America, and he hoped that he would be able to publish hispoemsin

file:///K |[/eMule/lncoming/John%20Scal zi %20-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (37 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:46



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

English.

| eventually read the poems when | was in college. They were terrible and beautiful: terrible in their
themes of holocaust and death, beautiful because they somehow managed to find moments of hopein
the shadow of that terrifying destruction. | remember feeling the need to go out into the sun after reading
them, crying because for the first time | was made to understand what happened.

| had had relatives who had died in the Holocaust: great aunts and uncles on my mother's side. My own
grandmother had been in awork camp when the war ended. But she would never talk about it while |
was growing up, and then she had a stroke that took away her ability to speak. It wasn't until Krysztof's
poems that the story was brought home to me.

The night Krysztof and my father sat at our dining room table, however, Krysztof had received yet
another rgjection letter for his book. He sat raging at my father, for not being able to sell the book, and at
the publishers, for not buying the book.

"Y ou have to understand,” My dad said to Krysztof, "Hardly anyone buys books of poetry anymore."

"I understand shit," Krysztof said, thumping the table. "Thisiswhat | do. These poems are as good as
any you will find in the bookstore. Better. Y ou must be able to convince someone to buy these, Danidl.
That iswhat you do."

"Krysztof," my father said, "The bottom line is that no one is going to publish these poems right now. If
you were Elie Wiesdl, you could sell these poems. But you're nobody here. No one knows you. No
publisher is going to throw money away publishing poems that no one's going to read."

That set Krysztof off for another ten minutes on the stupidity of my father, the publishing world, and the
American people in general, for not recognizing genius when it sat arrayed before them. Dad sat there
calmly, waiting for Krysztof to take a breath.

When he did, my dad jumped in. "Y ou're not listening to what I'm saying, Krysztof," he said. "I know
these poems are masterworks. That's not in dispute. The problem is not the poems, it's you. No one
knows who you are."

"Who cares about me," Krysztof said. "The poems, they speak for themselves."

"You're agreat man, Krysztof," my father said. "But you know diddly about the American public." And
then my father told Krysztof a plan that would thereafter be known as The Trojan Horse.

The plan was simple. In order to sell Krysztof's poems, people had to know who Krysztof was first. Dad
accomplished this by convincing Krysztof, after much arguing and protestations of humiliation, to take a
lullaby that he had written decades earlier to amuse his daughter, and publish it as a children's book. The
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book, The Dreamers and the Seepers, sold millions, much to Krysztof's horror and my father's delight.

During the publicity tour for the book, Krysztof's Holocaust story was splashed across the features pages
of every large and mid-sized daily in the country. From that, my father was able to wrangle a made-for-
television movie on Krysztof's story out of CBS. It was the most widely-watched television show that
month. Krysztof was embarrassed (he was played by Lee Majors) but also both rich and famous.
"There," my dad said. "Now we can sell your book of poems.” And he did.

| needed a Trojan Horse. There had to be some back door way to dlip the Y hergjk through, like my dad
did with Krysztof. But | had no ideawhat it was. It's one thing to sell abook of poems. It's another thing
entirely to introduce a planet to the thing they've hoped for and feared for the last century.

The doorbell rang. Ralph looked at me sadly. | patted his flank gently, and then we went to answer the
door.

Posted by john at 11:.01 PM

Chapter Six

| glanced through the window into my office. "Tell me that's not Tea Reader | seein there," | said.
"All right," Miranda said. "That's not Tea Reader you see in there."

"Thank you for conforming to my reality," | said.

"Not at al,” Miranda said. "It's an honor and a privilege."

| grabbed my door knob, took a deep breath, and went into my office,

If nothing else, Tea Reader was heart-stoppingly beautiful; half Hawaiian, half Hungarian, five feet ten
inches, and naturally possessed of the sort of proportions that most women insist exist only on foot-high
plastic dolls. Her record company publicist once drunkenly confided in me that his company estimated
at least 45% of Tea's record sales were to boys aged thirteen through fifteen, who bought them for the
CD insert that featured Tearising from the waters of the Pacific, clad in athin t-shirt and athong bikini
bottom, both a particularly transparent shade of tan.

| drunkenly confided to him that, when | had inherited her from my former podmate, | held the poorly
masked hope that she might be one of those actresses who occasionally slept with their agents. Then |
got to know her. | learned to be glad that she was not.
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"Hello, Tea," | said.
"Hello, Tom, you miserable fuckhead," Tea said.

"Always a pleasure to see you, too, Tea," | said. | walked to my desk and set down. "Now," | said. "How
can | help you?'

"Y ou can explain to me why | suddenly seem to be represented by Little Miss Hysterical over here." Tea
motioned to the far chair in the corner, where Amanda Hewson sat, crying. At the mention of her
existence, Amanda let out an audible sob and lifted her feet, in an attempt to curl into afetal position
while still sitting. The chair was getting in the way.

"Amandaisafull agent here at the company,” | said. "And she's quite good."

"Bullshit," Teasaid. Amanda gave another sob. Tearolled her eyes dramatically and shouted over her
shoulder at Amanda. "Could you please shut the fuck up?* She said. "I'm trying to talk my real agent
over here, and it's hard enough without you crying afucking river."

Amanda exploded from her seat like aflock of birds flushed out of the underbrush, and attempted to flee
the room. She grabbed at the door, pulled it, and whacked herself on the side of the face. | winced; that
was going to leave a mark. Amanda wailed and sprinted towards her pod. Tea watched the scene and
then turned back to me. She had the expression of the cat who ate the canary and then threw it up in her
owner's favorite shoes.

"Where were we?" she said.
"That wasn't very nice," | said, mildly.

"I'll tell you what's not very fucking nice, Tom," Tea said. "It's not nice to get back from Honolulu,
where |'ve been visiting my family, and having a message from Mandy, telling me how excited sheisto
be working with me." From her sinister stretch, Tea straightened up, preternaturally perky. Her voice
became a dead-on ringer for Amanda's Girl Scout-like tone. "'l have your album! | loveto listen to it
while I'm exercising!"™ Tea slouched again. "Great. Add that to the half that are whacking off to my
picture on the cover, sister.”

"It's actually only forty five percent," | said.
Ted's eyes narrowed. "What?"

"Forty five percent whacking off," | said. "Y our record company's own estimate. Tea, Amanda's
working with me. She's my assistant.”
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"I thought Miss Bitch back there was your assistant,” Tea said, jerking athumb towards Miranda's desk.
"She almost didn't let me in to your office today. | was getting ready to smack her."

Before getting her act together and working her way through college, Miranda spent a reasonable
portion of her teen years gang-banging in East LA. One night, at a company party, Miranda showed me
her collection of scars, inflicted by razorsin anumber of cat fights. The other girls got it worse, she said.
| didn't suspect Tearealized how close to death she had gotten this morning.

"Mirandais my administrative assistant,” | said. "Amanda is working with me with some of my clients."
"Well, | don't want to work with her,” Tea said.

"Why not?"'

"Hello? Tom? Did you not see Miss Mandy in here today? What a fucking crybaby."

"How did she get that way, Tea?" | asked.

"Beats me," Teasad. "We were just sitting here, waiting for you, and | wasjust telling her that there
was no fucking way on the planet she was going to be my agent."

"How long were you in here before | got here?”
Teashrugged. "A half hour, forty five minutes."

"I see," | said. "And you don't think being shat on for three-quarters of an hour is a good reason to get
upset.”

"Hey," Teasat up again and jabbed afinger at me, "You're the one that put her in that situation. Don't get
angry at me because | went off on her alittle.”

"Forty five minutesis not a little, Tea," | said.
"What the fuck does that mean? I'm the one getting screwed here." She slumped back, sullen.
| was getting a headache. "Tea, what do you want from me?' | asked.

"| want you to do your fucking job," Teasaid. "I'm not giving you ten percent so you can palm me off on
Mandy, the Teenage Agent. | can think of about ten agents in town who'd get on their hands and knees
to represent me. Y ou're not doing me any favors, Tom."
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"Readlly," | said. "Ten agents."

"At least."

"Fing," | said. "Name one."

"What?"

"Name one," | said. "Give me the name of one of those agents.”

"Héell, no,” Teasaid. "Why should | tell you who your competition is? Stay nervous." Tea said.

"Nervous? Hell, Tea, | want to call them up,” | said. "If they're so gung-ho to have you, I'll let you go. |
don't want you to be unhappy. So let's do thisthing. Let's get it over with. Unless you're running off at
the mouth."

That got her. "Alan Finley at ACR," she said.
| buzzed Miranda. She came to the door. "Y es, Tom?"

"Miranda, would you call Alan Finley over at Associated Client Representation, and put him on the
speaker when you get him?"

"Sure, Tom."

"Thanks," | said. "Oh, one other thing. After you get Alan, would you mind bringing me Tea's file?"
"Not at all," Miranda said. "Do you want the whole file?"

"Just the clippings, please, Miranda."

Miranda smiled slightly and glanced at Tea. "Delighted to, Tom. Tea," she said. Teafairly snarled at
Miranda as she closed the door.

"Fucking bitch," Teasaid. "Did you see that look she gave me?"
"I must have missed it," | said.

Miranda's voice clicked in over the speaker phone. "Alan Finley at ACR, Tom," she said, and left the
line.
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A male voice piped up. "Tom? Y ou there?"
"Ho, Alan," | said. "How are things over there at ACR these days?"
"The land of milk and honey, Tom. We're giving away Bentleys as party favors. Y ou want one?"

Two weeks ago, an ACR internal memo made its way to Variety; init, ACR's CEO Norm Jackson
offered a Rolls Royce to the agent who stole the most A-list clients from other agencies in the next three
months. Jackson first declared it aforgery, and then tried to chalk it up as an inside joke. Nobody bit.
Long-time clients were offended that they, by implication, were not A-listers, and started jumping ship.
Clientsin the process of being wooed by ACR stopped returning calls. Variety suggested that the second-
place winner get Norm Jackson's job.

"“I'll passfor now, Alan, but | hope you remember me during the holidays,” | said. "Listen, Alan. Got a
guestion for you."

"Shoot."

"I have a client who has recently become, shall we say, dissatisfied with the quality of representation
she's receiving here. She's thinking of going over there."

"WEell, aren't you just the helpful one, Tom," Alan said. "Is it Michelle Beck? Y ou can send her right
along. I'll get that Rolls after all."

| laughed. He laughed. Tea glared at the speakerphone.
"Sorry, Alan. The client is Tea Reader. Y ou know her."
"Sure. | bought her CD. For the picture on the inside, mostly."

Tealooked like she was about to say something, but | put my finger to my lips. "Right," | said. "So are
you interested? Want to take her on?"

"Jesus, Tom, you're actually serious?’
"Sure am, Alan. Serious as a heart attack."
"She wouldn't happen to be there at the moment, would she?’

"Nope," | said. That, at the very least, would keep Tea quiet for afew minutes. "Just you and me. Y ou
want her?"'
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"Fuck, no, Tom," Alan said. "I hear she'saharpy."
Tealooked like she'd been slapped.

"l hear she drove her last agent insane. Y ou knew him, right?"
"Yeah," | sad. "We were podmates.”

"That's right. Cracked up like Northridge in aquake iswhat | heard. Became a moonie or a Scientol ogist
or something wacko like that."

"Buddhist, actually."

"Close enough," Alan said. "No offense, Tom. | have enough clients who make me want to get religion,
so | could be assured that there was a Hell for them to be sent to. | could look at Teafor hours. Wouldn't
want to be in the same room as her, though. Certainly wouldn't want to represent her. How do you

manage it, anyway?"'

"Just asaint, | suppose,” | said. "Well, ook, Alan, you know anyone over there who might want to have
her?"

"Not off the top of my head. | think everybody's perfectly happy to let you represent her for aslong as
you want, pal. I'll remember you in my prayers, if it will make you feel any better."

"It does, it does," | said. "Thanks, Alan."

"Sure, Tom. Be sureto let me know when Michelle gets bored with you. Her, I'd put up with." He hung
up.

"Well," | said. "That was certainly instructive."

"Fuck you," Tea said, and stared off out a side window. Miranda came in, dropped afile on my desk,
and left.

"What isthat?' Tea asked.

"Thisisyour clipping file," | said. "Our clipping service scours the trades and the magazines for a
reference to any of our clients and sends them on to us. So we aways know what people are thinking
about the people we represent.”
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| separated the clips into two piles. One was very small. The other was not. | pointed to the smaller pile.
"Do you know what thisis?' | asked.

Tealooked over, shrugged. "No."

"These are your positive notices," | said. "They're mostly about the fact that you're built like Barbie,
although there's one here that says you were the best thing about that Pauly Shore flick you were in, with
the further admission that that is a textbook example of damning with faint praise.”

| thumped the other, much larger pile with an open pam. "This," | said, "isyour pile of negative notices.
We have an office pool here, you know. We've got bets on how thick this pileis going to get by the end
of the year. Right now, it's a modest three inches. But it's early yet."

Tealooked bored. "Is this going somewhere?"

| gave up. "Tea, I've been trying to find some way to put this delicately. Let me make it ssimple: Nobody
in town likes you. No one. Y ou're monstrously difficult. People don't like working with you. People
don't like being seen with you. People don't even like being in the same room with you. Even the
thirteen year old boys who fantasize about you know enough not to like you as a person. In the grand
pantheon of contemporary bitches of Hollywood, it's you, Shannon Doherty and Sean Y oung."

"I'm not anything like them," Tea said. "l still have a career."

"You suredo,” | said. "And you have me to thank for it. Any other agent would have written you off
long ago. Y ou're good looking, but that's not exactly arare thing around these parts. | have to fight to get
you work. And every time | do get you work, | hear back about how everybody on that crew would
rather chew glass than work with you again. Everyone. They have craft service workers who won't cater
aset you're on. My best estimate is that you have about another 18 months before we run out of people
who'll work with you. After that you'll have to find some nice, 80-year oil tycoon you can marry and
screw into acoma.”

Teawas dumbstruck. It couldn't last. It didn't. "Gee, Tom. Thanks for the vote of confidence."

"The vote of confidence isn't for you, Tea. I'm giving you two choices here. Thefirst choiceisto sit
here, shut up and do what | tell you. We may have an outside chance of saving your career if you do.
The other isnot to sit here, shut up, and do what | tell you. In which case, I'm dropping you and you can
get the hell out of my office. It really doesn't matter to me which you do. Actualy, I'm lying. I'd prefer it
if you left. But it's up to you. What's it going to be?"

Tea sat there with a gaze of pure, unadulterated hate. It was unnervingly arousing. | ignored it and went
on.
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"All right, then. The first thing you're going to do is apologize to Amanda.”
"Fuck, no," Teasaid.

"Fuck, yes," | said, "or we have no deal. | realize you didn't notice this while you were dismantling her,
but Amanda may have been the only person in the entire Los Angeles metropolitan area who actually
genuinely liked you. There are 17 million peoplein the LA basin, Tea. Y ou need her."

"The hell | do," Teasaid.
"Tea," | said. "Two words. '‘Boinking Grandpa."
"Fuck," Teasaid. "All right."

"Thank you," | said. "The second thing you're going to do is trust me. Amanda isn't much to look at at
the moment, but she's going to devote more of her brain to you than she does to herself. Work with her.
Try to be nice. In the comfort of your own home, you can stab life-sized dolls dressed up to look like
her, for al | care. But give her something to work with. Understand?"

"Fine," Teasaid. She was hating this.
"Great," | said. "Off you go, then."
"What, you want me to apologize now?" She was genuinely shocked.

"No time like the present, Tea. She'sin the building, you're in the building. It's more convenient that
Way_"

Teagot up, gave me one last glare, and exited the office, slamming the door on the way out. | sat there
for agood fifteen seconds, and let out a tremendous whoop, and began spinning my desk chair around.

Miranda came into the office. She had something in her hand. "Tea left looking like she was going to
implode, Tom. Y ou must have done a number on her."

"Oh my God," | said, stopping the spin cycle. | felt pleasantly dizzy. "1've been wanting to do that for
years. You have no idea how good that felt. "

"Sure | do," Mirandasaid. "Y ou left the speakerphone on."

She extended her hand to me. In it was a tape cassette.
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"What's this?' | asked.

"A momento of your special Teatime,"” Mirandasaid. "Sorry. | just couldn't resist.”

*kkk*%k

Michelle speared adliver of chicken from her salad. "I'm thinking of dyeing my hair," she said, and
popped the chicken in her mouth.

"Blue hair only looks good on Marge Simpson, Michelle," | said.

She wiggled her hand at me. "Ha ha, funny guy. No, I'm going to dye it brown. Y ou know, for the part.”
"What part are we talking about, if | may ask?' | said.

"Hard Memories," Michelle said.

Now | knew why | was sitting inside the Mondo Chicken in Tarzana. Michelle and | had met there years
ago, when she was a waitress named Shelly, looking for an agent, and | was newly-minted agent looking
to get laid. She turned out to be the more determined one; | never did have sex with Michelle, but she
got me as an agent. She took it as alucky omen (the getting the agent part, not the part about not having
sex with me); since then, any time Michelle had a specia occasion to mark or an announcement to make
to me, she did it at Mondo Chicken.

So far it had included six movie decisions, one double funeral when her parents died in a car accident,
three engagements (and subsequent breakups), two religious epiphanies and one pet euthanization. There
were alot of memories between us, packed into one moderately overpriced eatery in the Valley. The fact
that Michelle decided to tell me about wanting Hard Memories here was avery bad sign. It meant that
she was determined, and that there was going to be little | could do to change her mind.

But, of course, | had to try. "Hard Memoriesis aready taken, Michelle,” | said. "Ellen Merlow's been
signed for the part.”

"Not yet," shesaid. "I called. It'sonly an oral agreement. | think | can make them change their minds."
"By dyeing your hair?"

"For astart,” Michelle said. "l mean, it would at least signal that I'm serious. And if | look more like the
part, maybe they can see mein the role. Brown hair would change my entire look." She stabbed at her
salad again.
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| set down my own fork and massaged the bridge of my nose. "Michelle," | said. "if you had brown hair,
you still wouldn't look a 40-year-old Eastern European Jew. You'd ook like a 25-year-old Californian
Aryan with hair dyed brown. Look at yourself, Michelle. Y ou're blonde. Naturally. Y ou have Newman
Blue eyes. And you have a body shape that wasn't even invented until the 1980s."

"I can plump out," she said.

"Y ou throw up in panic when you have dessert,” | said.

"| stopped doing that along time ago, and you know that," Michelle said. "That was a cheap shot."
"You'reright,” | said. "I'm sorry."

Michelle relaxed. "I'll even have dessert today," she said. "l think they have non-fat yogurt here."

"It's not just how you look, Michelle," | said. "Don't take this the wrong way, but you're just not ready
for that part. It's a part that's meant for someone much older."

Michelle pointed her fork at me. " Summertime Blues was meant for someone older, remember? When
we first got the script, it called for a 30-year-old woman to seduce those two teenage brothers. When |
got the part, it got kicked back to a 22-year-old. That's what re-writes are for, you said."

" Summertime Blues was a comedy about two kids losing their cherry,” | said. "Hard Memories is about
anti-Semitism and six million people dying. | think you could agree there's a slight difference in tone
there."

"WEell, of course," Michelle said. "But | don't see what that has to do with the main character."
| sighed. "Let metry adifferent tack, "I said. "Why do you want this role so badly?"
Michelle looked puzzled. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, what isit about the role that makes you so passionate about it? What isit about thisrole that's
getting you so worked up?"

"It'sagreat role, Tom," she said. "It's so dramatic and filled with feeling. | want to do something like
that. Y ou know, something with emotional baggage. | think it's time Hollywood started taking me
serioudly."

"Okay," | said. "Now, how much do you know about the Holocaust?"
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"I know alot," Michelle said. "How can you not know about the Holocaust? It was terrible, everyone
knows that. | saw Schindler's List when it came out. | cried.”

"All right, crying at Schindler's List isagood start,” | said. "Anything else?"’

"I've been thinking of going to that museum here about hatred," she said. "'l forget what it's called at the
moment. Simon something. The Norton Simon?"

"Simon Wiesenthal," | said. "The Norton Simon is an art museum."
"l knew it was one of the two," she said.

"Did you ever read that book of poems | gave you?"

"The ones by that Christmas guy?"

"Krysztof," | said.

"| started them, but | had to stop,” Michelle said. "I had to put my dog to sleep around that time, and
reading those poems just made me depressed. | just kept thinking about my dog and crying."

"Right,” | said. "Look, Michelle, | think it's great that you want to do dramatic roles. | think you'll be
great in them. | just don't think that thisisright one. Hard Memoriesisn't just going to take technique,
it's going to take knowledge. | know you think you know about the Holocaust and about this woman's
life, but | don't think you do. If you were to take this role without knowing anything about it, it's going to
come back to haunt you. Melanie Griffith once did amovie called Shining Through and on the press
junket she said 'There were six million Jews killed in the Holocaust. That's alot of people!’ It didn't help
her film any."

"Six millionisalot of people,” Michelle said. "I don't see why people would be so upset that she said
that."

"I know, Michelle," | said. "That'swhy | think you should skip thisrole."

Michelle glared at me angrily and appeared to be winding up to atirade when her eyes slipped into her
skull, leaving only the whites visible. Her mouth dropped open dlightly. She dropped her fork onto the
table. | stared, panicked -- | had made her so angry | caused her to stroke out. | was in the process of
yanking out my cellular phone to dial 911 when she snapped back.

"That's better," she said.
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"Jesus Christ, Michelle," | said. "What was that all about?'

"I've been going to a hypno-therapist,” she said, "to help me handle my stress. He placed an auto-
suggestion into my subconscious so that every time | get angry or stressed, | sort of float away for a
couple of seconds. It'sreally helping me deal with my issues.”

"Let's hope you don't have any issues while you're on the 405," | said.

"Well, | usualy stress out in traffic jams, so it's not a problem," Michelle said. "I'm not moving anyway.
Listen, you just made me very angry back there."

"l know that now," | said.
"Y ou're supposed to be my agent, you know," she said, "and that means helping me get the roles | want."

"Yes, but I'm also your friend,” | said, "and that means looking out for you. And also, as your agent, |
have to look out for the longevity of your career. If Hard Memories flopped, it wouldn't stop you from
making movies, but it would make folks think twice about hiring you for another drama. And then you
would be stuck doing Summertime Blues and Murdered Earth sequels. Very profitable in the short run,
but not what | think you want to do all your life."

"I don't even want to do this Murdered Earth sequel,” Michelle said, sullenly. "Any way | can get out of
it?"

"Afraid not," | said. "We've gone beyond the oral agreement stage. Besides, you've got twelve million
plus back end. Y ou're unbelievably rich now. Enjoy it."

Michelle poked at her food. "The only reason | got the first film was because Brad wanted to screw me."

"There was moreto it than that, Michelle," | said, and that much was true -- at the time, she had also
been cheap to hire. "But look at it thisway: now you get to screw him. To the tune of 12 mil."

Michelle shrugged and looked down at her plate. "All I'm saying is sometime soon I'd like to get to do
something where the reason | got it wasn't because someone wanted to get in my pants.”

| remembered why | had started representing Michelle. | felt unbelievably filthy.
"You ready to go?' | said.

She looked up at me. "What?"
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"Let'sgo,” | said. | pulled out my wallet and set down a couple of twenties.

"I haven't ordered dessert yet," Michelle said.

"I believe that you would have eaten it," | said. "Now | want you to come with me. | have an idea."
Across the strip mall from the Mondo Chicken was a Crown SuperStore. We went in.

"What are we doing?' Michelle asked.

"Getting research materials," | said, and sat her down in on one of the store's benches while | went
shopping. | picked up Hannah Arendt, Primo Levi, Elie Wisel and Simon Wiesenthal. | grabbed Hitler's
Willing Executioners, Denying the Holocaust,Shoah and Why Did the Heavens Not Darken? | went to
the graphic novel area and fished through costumed superheroes until | found Maus. On the way through
the fiction | spotted Sophie's Choice. | grabbed it. Couldn't hurt.

| had no illusions -- These books were enough to confuse graduate students, let alone Michelle, who
was, at the very best, amiddieweight in the intelligence arena. | couldn't even imagine what she was
going to make of the concept of "The Banality of Evil". But we had eaten at Mondo Chicken, and that
meant something. She'd kill herself slogging through all these. And who knows. It could take. Stranger
things have happened.

Twenty minutes later, we stood at the checkstand while the overawed cashier rang up our purchases.
"Y ou want me to read all of these?' Michelle asked.

“Try," | said. "Start with Maus or Sophie's Choice. Convince me that you're serious by reading some of
these and I'll do everything | can to get you that part. Fair enough?"

Michelle squealed like the cheerleader she was and gave me a bearhug and a smack on the cheek. The
cashier nearly fainted with envy.

Posted by john at 11.02 PM

Chapter Seven
"When | said | wanted to get out of the house, this wasn't what | was thinking of," Joshua said.

Joshua, Ralph and | were at the edge of the Big Dalton Canyon reservoir, atiny, out-of-the-way clot of
water in the foothills. It was aweekday, so no one was likely to be around during the day. | had afishing
rod. I didn't know if the reservoir had been stocked with fish, but | figured today was a good a day as
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any to find out.
"What were you thinking of, Joshua?"' | asked.

"I don't know," he said. He had a pseudopod half-in, half-out of the water, asif testing how cold the
water was. "l was thinking maybe a drive-in movie."

"There'sadrive-in over in Azusa," | said. "I don't know if they still show movies, though. | think it's all
afleamarket now."

Joshuafinally slid all the way into the water, and floated on the top like an ail slick. "Well, let'stry it,
anyway. Get a big tub of popcorn, too. Get really sick on the artificial butter flavoring."

| zinged the fishing line into the reservoir. "Asif you know anything about artificial butter flavoring."
"Hey," Joshua said. "I'm open to the experience. I've never vomited. It could be fun. So can we go?"
"Sure," | said. "We'll have to go after it's already dark, though. | don't want anyone to see you."

"If I understand it correctly, people don't actually go to drive-in movies to watch the movies," Joshua
said. "If they're not watching the movies, what's the chance they're going be to watching us?"'

Ralph, who had been pacing the edge of the water, barked towards Joshua. Joshua quivered for a second,
then shot an arc of water at Ralph, who took it broadside on the flank. He reared up slightly, barked
again, and then charged into the water after Joshua. They splashed around with each other for several
minutes. It was the happiest 1'd seen Ralph be in years.

Ralph and Joshua became friends earlier in the week. The day | had taken a sledgehammer to Tea, | had
come home and opened the front door to find Joshua and Ralph having a tug-of-war with one of my
dress shirtsin the front corridor. Ralph was winning due to the fact that he had both teeth and paws,
Joshua, lacking much in the way of traction on the waxed hardwood floor, was skidding around like a
large gelatin fruit cup. Ralph was about to take off out the door, Joshuain tow. | shut the door quickly.
"What are you doing with my shirt?' | had said.

"I'm sorry," Joshua had said. "It wasn't your favorite, was it? We were just playing.”

"How did Ralph get in?' | had asked.

"I went out back, and then he showed up and followed mein," Joshua had said. " Can we keep him?"
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Ralph, winded, barked once and collapsed happily on the wood.

| sent Ralph home later that night but he came back almost immediately, and went looking for Joshua. It
was kind of a cute scene: adog and his gelatinous boy. When Esteban came to get him again, | told him
| wouldn't mind looking after Ralph for afew days. Esteban went away, looking palpably relieved. |
hadn't seen him since. | had the vague suspicion | had just assumed ownership of a dog.

Personally | would have assumed that the sight of a mobile lump of goo would have blown Ralph's little
doggie mind, but watching him goof with Joshua in the water, it was clear he was handling it pretty well,
better than most humans would. | mentioned that to Joshua.

"That's because Ralph and | speak the same language,” Joshua said, 0ozing back towards the shore with
Ralph.

"What do you mean?' | said. "I'm not hearing any barking coming out of you."

"I'm talking about smells," he said. "Ralph's wired for that sort of information, you know. He'sa
retriever. It took me about an hour to figure out what smells he pays attention to. Now we've got a pretty
good working vocabulary."

"So you can actually talk to Ralph?* | said.
"Of course not," Joshua said. "He'sadog, Tom."
"But you just said you had aworking vocabulary with him."

"Sure, but so do you. I've heard you talk to him. He understands a few of those words. Doesn't mean
you're talking nuclear physics. But | do speak better to him than you do. He understands smells better
than words. And since that's the way | usually talk anyway, it's easier for me to speak to him thanitisto
you -- isn't that right, Ralph?"

Ralph, back on shore, barked.

"What's that you say, Ralph? Little Timmy's fallen down awell and needs help?"
Ralph barked again.

"Good boy!" Joshua said. "Hand him a snack, Tom."

"Right away, oh globulous one," | said. | rummaged through the cooler next to me and fished out one of
the sandwiches | had made, and gave Ralph a piece of the ham inside. Ralph accepted it gravely and
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then lay down next to me.

Joshua slid over and held up atentacle. "Hey, look," he said. "I found me afrog.” Inside the tentacle a
terrified amphibian kicked, slowly, through the gunk that was Joshua.

"Jesus, Joshua," | said. "You'rekilling that thing. Give it some air."

Joshua created an air pocket and dslid it up the tendril to the frog, who now sat inside it. It hopped a
couple of times, trying to escape, before settling down and sitting there placidly. Joshua showed the frog
to Ralph, who sniffed at the proffered tendril politely before laying his head down for a nap.

"We have these where | come from," Joshua said.
"Frogs?' | said.

"WEell, obviously not frogs, exactly,” Joshua said. "More legs, for one thing. And much, much larger.
But the same concept -- amphibian, not very smart, all that. We used 'em sort of like you used horses and
other big animals. Beasts of burden."

"Hi-ho, Silver."
"| get that," Joshua said.
“I'm not surprised,” | said.

"I wasn't trying to kill it when | was surrounding it, you know," Joshua said. "I was just trying to check
something. | was seeing if | could control it like we control the frogs back home."

"I don't get that," | said. "What do you mean?"

"Back home, we get into their brains," Joshua said. "We extend a very thin tendril into their skulls,
connect into their nervous system, and use them for what we need.”

| pictured Joshua slopped on the head of a horse, filling the animals ears with himself. It was a
disturbing image, to say the least. "That's terrible,” | said.

"Why?'
"It'sjust creepy,” | said. "Invading someone's brain to have them do your bidding." | did an involuntary

shudder. "It's like amental rape or something."
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"Tom, they're big frogs," Joshua said. "It's certainly not any worse than whipping some dumb animal to
get it to do what you want to do. Anyway, it's not like we take over the brains of anything that can think.
That'sa--" He stopped for a second and waved the tendril, asif to imply trying to think of aword; the
frog shifted uncomfortably within . "--sin. A really big sin. Like murder or incest would be for you."

"What arelief,” | said. "Because, you know, people never murder each other or commit incest around
here," | said.

"Don't blame me for the shortcomings of your own species,” Joshua said. "Here, look. While we were
talking, | got into this guy's head. Now watch." He dropped the tendril to the ground and dlid it back into
himself. The frog sat there, not doing much.

"Where's the tendril ?' | said.
"The operative phrase here is 'very thin,’ Tom," Joshua said. "Y ou're not going to seeit. Here we go."

The frog sat there some more. After a couple of secondsit nudged itself forward. Then it sat there some
more.

"There," Joshua said.

"That'sit?" | said.

"Let's see you do that, smartass,” Joshua said.

"Dowhat?' | said. "The frog moved. Big deal. The frog would have moved anyway."
Thefrog lifted up onits hind legs and did a hoppy little samba. Its front legs moved in time.
"All right,” | said. "That, | don't see very often."

"Thank you," Joshua said. The frog made an awkward bow and then tipped over. They're not exactly
designed to be on two legs. It sat for afew minutes, then aimed itself towards the water and hopped
away.

"You still controlling it?" | asked. | was imagining microscopic tendrils spieling out of Joshua like the
fishing linein my rod.

"No, | let it go," Joshua said. "I wasn't doing avery good job. Your wiring is different here on Earth than
it is back home. Even getting it to hop around was a bit of trouble. I'm sureif | worked at it, | could
figureit out. But it's hard to do on the fly."
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"You'll have to teach meto do that,” | said.
"You'll have to become ablob first,” Joshua said.

| patted my stomach. "Give metime," | said. "On another, not-entirely-unrelated note, | hope you
weren't expecting fish for dinner. They don't seem to be biting."

"I don't think you're going to find any," Joshua said. "I'm pretty sure there aren't any fish here."
"Soaml," | said. "But you never know."

"Well, when | wasin the frog's head, | didn't feel any fish memories," Joshua said. "If there were any
fish here, the frog would have been likely to have some record of it. At least, | don't think | felt any fish
memories. Like | said, the wiring isa different.”

| sat looking at Joshuafor a couple of minutes. Then | started reeling in theline. "Y ou know," | said, "I
hate the way you do that."

"Do what?"

"Just casually drop stuff like that in the conversation,” | said. "'Oh, look. Here's afrog! Watch me make
it dance like Danny Kaye! Incidentally, did you know | could read its mind, too? It really bugs me."

"I'm sorry," Joshua said. "I'm not trying hide anything. Y ou could have asked me about it earlier -- when
we were having that little Q& A."

"I didn't know to ask," | said. "Look, Joshua, I'm not really upset, but you have to understand. | need to
know all about you. In the space of five minutes, you've shown me that your species has the ability to
get into someone's head and read their thoughts --"

"Something, not someone," Joshua said.

"That's adistinction that's going to make alot of difference to the 90% of humanity that doesn't know
the difference between astrology and astronomy," | said. "Thisis a power that bothers me immensely,
and | understand exactly what you're saying. How the Hell am | going to find away to make the rest of
the world get it?"

"“If it bothersyou, | just won't do it," Joshua said.

"Y ou're missing the point, Joshua," | said. "It doesn't matter if you choose not do it. It's the fact that you
candoit. It'salien and it's scary. It's something that we're going to have to work with. And that's my
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point. Y ou know more about us than we know about you. If you know you can do something that
humans can't, you really have to let me know. Don't wait for me to ask about it. And don't just bring it
up in conversation. We can't have any surprises. | can't.”

"You were lying just a second ago," Joshua said. "Y ou are upset.”

| started to refute that, but | stopped myself and gave Joshua alittle grim grin. "I'm sorry, Joshua,” | said.
"You'reright. | am upset. I've been thinking about this thing for over aweek now. But | have no idea
what to do. And it really bothers me."

"A week's not that much time," Joshua said.

"No, it's not. But by this point | should have at least some idea of aplan," | said. "Even a bad idea would
be better than nothing. But I'm drawing blanks. | think I'm having performance anxiety."

"If it will make you feel better, I'll still respect you in the morning," Joshua said.

| grinned more widely. "That's the problem, you know," | said. "When | was akid, | remember seeing
this 1950s science fiction movie on channel nine. Three guys went to the moon and discovered it was
populated by women. One of the Gabor sisters was the ruler. Here was humanity's first contact with life
on another planet, and they all looked like fabulous dames. And of course the guys from Earth were
having no problemswith it at all. It would be much ssimpler if you looked like that."

"I don't know if I'd want to look like a Gabor sister,” Joshua said. "Although it could have interesting
ramifications. 'People of the Earth! Surrender now, or we will slap your policemen!™

"Maybe not a Gabor sister,” | said. "But not ablob, either. If you looked like Ralph,” | motioned to the
sleeping dog, "Then we'd be set. Everyone loves dogs.”

"We know about this problem," Joshua said. "That's one of the reasons we came to you."

"I know. That's what I'm saying. By now | should have some idea of how to get away from this or work
around it. But I'm having a hard time. | know | probably shouldn't tell that to you, but thereit is. Y ou've
got me stumped at the moment.”

"You'l figureit out," Joshua said. "Maybe while you're doing that, I'll take some lessons on dog
behavior. As abackup. There are worse things than being a dog. Right, Ralph?"

Ralph cracked an eye open at the sound of his name.

From beside the cooler, my cellular phone rang. | sighed and picked it up. "Miranda, I'm busy with a
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client right now," | said. Miranda was the only person that had the number to this particular cellular
phone (I had three), so | didn't worry about who it would be on the other side.

"Tom," Miranda sounded upset. "Y ou remember Jim Van Doren?"

"Yeah," | said. During the last week Van Doren had been calling every couple of hours trying to get an
interview with me. | eventually told Mirandato tell him whatever it was, | was not available for
comment. "What about him?"

"Where areyou?' Mirandasaid. "Areyou in LA?"
“I'min Glendora," | said. "It's about 45 minutes out."

"Thisweek's edition of The Biz just came out,” Miranda said. "Y ou need to get back into LA and pick it
up. You're on the cover. And you're not going to be happy with the story."

“Why?" | asked. "What's it about?"

"Here'swhat it says on the cover," Miranda said. ""Tom Stein is the hottest young agent in Hollywood.
So why is he acting so damned weird?"

Posted by john at 11:03 PM
Chapter Eight

Secretive Agent

Tom Stein is the hottest young agent in Hollywood. So why is he acting so
damned weird?

By James Van Doren

At first glance, Tom Stein doesn't seem like your typical Hollywood millionaire. Maybe it's
because he's lugging a five gallon bottle into his car. The bottle is filled, he says, with sulfurous
waters from an out-of-the-way desert spa the agents at Lupo Associates go to whenever
they're feeling a little stressed-out. The fact that Stein is hauling this into his car tells you two
things: first, he's stressed out. Second, he doesn't have time to feel stressed out right now.

And who can blame him? Last week, Stein pulled the biggest coup of his young agentorial
career, when he managed to pull a $12.5 million paycheck out of the hat for client Michelle
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Beck, for her return to the Murdered Earth series. There have been larger paychecks for an
actress, but not many, and certainly not so soon: Michelle's most recent paycheck for a
supporting role in the just-wrapped Scorpion's Tail, was a mere $650,000 -- a twentieth of her
next. Or, to put it another way, Stein's 10% is worth almost twice as much as his client's
previous highest salary.

Stein's success is another example of hard-nosed Hollywood capitalism -- but the question
becomes: at what price? For shortly after Stein's magic trick with Michelle Beck, friends and
colleagues started noticing the normally affable Stein has become more closed and secretive.
And his clients are discovering the oddest behavior of all: without warning, Stein has dropped
them onto a subordinate agent, whose inexperience and (some allege) incompetence could
send their careers into cinematic limbo. What have they done to deserve this, they ask? And
what secret is gnawing away at Tom Stein? Is his red-hot career over just as it begun?

(Continued on page 65)

The story itself would have been funny, if it had been written about anyone else. Van Doren, in the
absence of reality, spun out afascinating tale of stress and paranoiathat speculated that | was suffering
from everything from conflicted sexuality to drug use to a"late-blooming Oedipal conflict,” with my
agent father -- my making my first million apparently being away to "claim my father's crown" in my
chosen field, according to the psychologist Van Doren managed to dig up.

The Biz being the pariah magazine it is, the quotes about me from colleagues and friends were unusually
skimpy -- the attributed quotes coming largely from high school acquaintances and college dorm-floor
residents who generally described me as "friendly” and "driven," -- nothing to get worked up about,
since they were true, and blandly non-specific; these folks could have been describing a ski rescue dog
with the same words, with equal results.

The unattributed quoters, of which there two, were not that hard to figure out. The first, the "Lupo
Associates Insider”, was obviously Ben Fleck. Ben, no doubt relishing a chance to take a whack at me,
described me as a "shark with Brylcreme" who was "insanely secretive, to the point of forbidding his
assistants to even talk with other agents.” The latter | found amusing, the former, inscrutable -- | don't
put anything in my hair, much less Brylcreme. | suspected Ben didn't actually know what Brylcreme
was. | had Miranda send him a tube with my compliments.

The second was a "strongarmed client” who described Amanda as a "shrieking virgin" and myself asa
"fucking overlord of ego," and then went from there. It was pretty clear that VVan Doren got more than he
expected from Tea Reader, since by the end of it, even he noted that it seemed this particular client "was
on her own personal vendetta against the universe, and Tom Stein happens to be the closest moving
object."

Bethat asit may, Van Doren took Tead's grudge against Amanda and ran with it, taking a bat to the poor
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girl. Van Doren dug up the Mexican soap star, who complained, through an interpreter, that Amanda had
found her no work in the big Hollywood productions. The actor who revived her at the marathon
described how they met, which made Amanda appear both sickly, for passing out in the first place, and
then flaky, for representing the first passing jogger who happened to administer mouth-to-mouth.

Ben Fleck then reappeared in his Lupo Associates insider guise to make dismissive comments about the
practice of bringing up agents from the mailroom (Ben got his job through nepotism: his step-father was
asenior agent before keeling over, corned beef in hand, at Canter's Deli), and mentioned, darkly, that |
had come up from the mailroom myself. Obviously we mail-room types were looking out for each other,
like frat brothers or Templars.

Amandaread the story and burst into my office, flinging The Biz onto my desk and then collapsing into
the chair, moody. "I want to die," she said.

"Amanda, no onereads The Biz," | said. "And those that do generally know enough to realize that it's
full of shit."

"My mom reads The Biz," Amanda said.

"Well, al right, almost everyone knows it's full of shit,” | said. "Don't worry about it. Next week they'll
find some more naked pictures of celebrities and they'll forget all about it. Don't be so upset.”

"I'm not upset, I'm pissed off," Amanda said, whispering the words pissed off like she was worried about
being punished. | wondered again how she ever managed to become an agent. "l know who talked to
The Biz. | know who that unnamed source is. It's that bitch Tea." She stumbled over bitch, and then she
gave me a bitter smile. "Y ou know, | just got her a part in that new Chevy Chase film, too. A good part.
Guess it doesn't matter."

“I'm sorry, Amanda," | said. "l shouldn't have unleashed Tea on you unawares. | should have let you
know she's a high riding bitch. It's my fault."

"No, it'sall right,” Amandasaid. "It's okay. Because | know something Tea doesn't know."
"What's that?"

"That she got a part in a Chevy Chase movie."

"Amanda," | said, genuinely surprised. "You star. And here | was beginning to worry about you."

Amanda smiled like afive year old who had gotten her first taste of being naughty and realized it was
something she would enjoy doing. A lot.
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Amanda ended up getting the best of it; the worst of her problems were over with Tearight then. My
problems with my clients had just begun. For the next week, | wasin Agent Hell.

*kkk*%k

"Mind the light," Barbara Creek said.

The light she was referring to was a huge klieg light, which lay on the set of her son's sitcom, Workin'
Out! The light casing was heavily dented and the lens was shattered and strewn like jagged jewels across
the floor, nestled up to the weights and exercise equipment that made up the health club locale set .

"I'm guessing that light's not supposed to be on the set," | said.

"Of courseit'snot,” Barbara said, and then raised her voice so everyone on the set could hear her. "It's
on the set because some damned fool UNION light hanger doesn't know how to do HIS DAMN JOB!
And he wouldn't HAVE a JOB unless HIS DAMN JOB was protected by his DAMN UNION!"
Barbara's voice, a commanding boom in normal conversation, reverberated through the set like the
aftershock of a particularly nasty quake. From the corners and the rafters, members of the crew glared
down at her. Something was telling me this was not going to be a frictionless set.

" Shouldn't someone come and pick thisup?' | asked.

"Hell, no," Barbara said. "It's staying where it is until the Union president gets here. | want him to see
what sort of job hisIDIOT UNION BROOM PUSHERS" -- once again Barbara pitched her voice to the
cheap seats -- "have been doing around here. No one here is going to do a DAMN THING until he gets
here."

That much was true. There were forty people on the set, mostly crew, ambling around amlessly. The
cast seemed to be missing, with the exception of Chuck White, who played Rashaad Creek's best friend
on the show. Chuck was working out on one of the set decorations.

"How long have you been waiting?' | asked.

"Six long, unproductive hours," Barbara said. "And I'm going to keep waiting, and everyone hereis
going to keep waiting, until the Union president gets here. Anyone who leaves before he gets here is
fired, UNION OR NOT."

Directly behind Barbara, one of the cameramen gave her the finger.

"But | didn't ask you here to talk about the lights, Tom," Barbara said, strolling over to the audience
seats. "l want to talk to you about the future of Rashaad's representation.”
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| followed Barbara. "Has there been a problem, Barbara?' | asked.

Barbaratook a seat on ableacher. "Not as such, Tom -- here, sit down aminute," she patted the seat next
to her, "but | haveto tell you, I'm hearing some very disturbing things."

| took a seat. "Thiswouldn't have anything to do with that article in The Biz," | said.

"It might," Barbara said. "Y ou know, that reporter Van Doren gave Rashaad and me acall. Asked usiif
we've been noticing if you've been acting strangely lately. And then he told us that you had dropped so
many of your clients. As you might imagine, we found this very disturbing. | found it very disturbing."

"Barbara,”" | said, "you really have nothing to worry about. Yes, | transitioned a number of my less-
important clients, but | certainly have no intention of doing that with Rashaad. He's on hisway up, and |
intend to keep him going there."

“Tom," Barbarasaid, "are you on drugs?"'
"Excuse me?"

"Areyou on drugs," she repeated. "That reporter mentioned something about a health spa and sulfur
treatments. To my ear, that sounds like detox. Y ou know how | feel about those drugs. | won't have them
anywhere near my boy. You know | had everyone here on the set take a urine test before they could
work here. If they had the slightest hint of anything in their system, they're gone."

After Workin' Out! was greenlighted, Rashaad threw alittle party for himself and 30 of his most
geographically immediate friends at the Four Seasons hotel in Beverly Hills. One of Rashaad's "pals"
arrived with more cocaine than was in the final scene of Scarface. But then, Rashaad wasn't the one
having to peein a cup.

"I'm clean, Barbara," | said. "The last time | smoked anything illegal was my junior year in college. Y ou
don't have to worry about it."

"Then what iswrong, Tom?| --" she stopped as someone approached us. It was the assistant producer of
the show. "What do you want, Jay?" she asked.

"Barbara, wereally have to get a move on. Another forty-five minutes and we have to start paying
overtime. And we still haven't shot half of the episode. We're going to be here al night if we don't start
now."

"Then we'll be here all night,” she said. "Nothing's happening until that damned Union man gets his lazy
ass over from Burbank."

file:///K |[/eMule/lncoming/John%20Scal zi %620-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (62 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:46



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

"Barbara, we have to get this show in the can. We're already two days behind schedule.”

"I don't give a damn about the schedule,” Barbara said, building up a head of steam. "What | give a
DAMN about is that my son's show is being held hostage by MORONS WHO CAN'T SCREW IN A
LIGHT BULB. And if these boys think they're getting overtime, they are seriously mistaken, Jay. It's
their fault we had to stop. If anything, at this point, they ought to pay me."

Jay the assistant producer threw up his hands. "Y ou're the boss, Barbara."

"That's RIGHT," Barbara said, looking around. "I AM the BOSS. You'd all do VERY VERY WELL to
remember who's signing your DAMN PAY CHECKS. Now leave me aone, Jay, I've got to talk
business."

Jay split. Barbara turned back to me. "Do you see what | have to put up with around here? Now | know
why Roseanne was so hard on her crew. Y ou have to be. These folks are nothing but a bunch of lazy
assed slackers. Do you know, that light almost killed me. Another two feet and it would have landed
right on my head."

| strongly began to suspect it wasn't an accident.

“"Now, enough about this," she said. "What's your problem, Tom? Something's up with you, and it has us
worried. How can you be my son's agent if you're falling apart over there?"

"I'm not falling apart, Barbara," | said. "The Biz piece had nothing to it. Everything isfine. Really."

"Isit?' Barbarasaid. "I wonder. I've been thinking about where my sonisat, and | truly wonder if thisis
where he should be at this juncture of his career.”

"Well, hell, Barbara," | said, "He's got his own show on a national network. | say that's pretty good for a
23-year old."

"At 23, Eddie Murphy had made 48 Hours, Trading Places and Beverly Hills Cop," Barbarasaid. "and
his show was on areal network."

"Not everyone can have Eddie Murphy's career,” | said.

"See, thisiswhat I'm worried about," Barbarasaid. "l think Rashaad can have Eddie's career. You think
he can't."

"I didn't say that," | said. "But now that you mention it, | don't want Rashaad to have Eddie Murphy's
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career. It includes Harlem Nights and A Vampire in Brooklyn, too, you know."

"But thisis all academic, isn't it?' Barbara said. "Because the fact is, Rashaad's not even in film at all.
All he has for himsalf is one little show on one little network."

| started to reply, but there was arap on the railing. We both turned to see Rashaad, in a hooded
sweatshirt, surrounded by his lackeys. Someone had apparently forgotten to tell Rashaad that gangsta
went out when Notorious BIG got perforated in Los Angeles.

"Say, yo, ma," Rashaad said. "the boys and | are going to get something to eat. Y ou want we should, you
know, bring you something or something?"

Rashaad finished in the top fifth of his private boarding school, with averbal SAT of 650. He majored in
English at University of California, Berkeley, before dropping out in his second year to become a
standup comedian. Back then, his name was Paul.

"Rashaad, honey, where are your manners,” Barbara said. "Say hello to Tom."
"Hey, yo, Tom," Rashaad said. "What's the word?"

"Theword is 'abrogate,’ Rashaad." This was an inside joke between us, my reminder to him that |
remembered his GPA. He'd ask me what the word is, and I'd give him the most obscure one | could think
of at the moment. Then he'd give me the definition back in street talk.

Except thistime he looked surprised and shot his mother a quick look. Barbara gave him an almost
imperceptible slightest shake of her head. He turned back to me. "Good to see you, Tom. I'll catch you
later." He and his stooges slunk out, followed enviously by the eyes of the trapped crew. | watched him
until he slipped out of the studio.

"So, Barbara," | said. "Who did you get to replace me?"

"What?' Barbara said.

"After you decided that you were going to can me," | said. "Y ou must have had someone in mind to get
your son's career into high gear. | can't imagine you'd fire me without having someone else already lined
up.”

"I didn't say you were fired, Tom," Barbara said.

"'Abrogate -- to annul, or repeal,™ | said. "Y our son knows what it means, of course. That's why he
looked so surprised when | used it. It's sort of funny, because | didn't use it to mean anything -- it was
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just the first word that came into my head. But his reaction says to me that you didn't really call me over
here to express your concerns about your son's career. Y ou had me come over here to fire me. Right?’

"I'm looking out for the best interests of my son," Barbarasaid. "I don't know what it is you're going
through at the moment, Tom, but you need to work out those issues, and my son can't wait for you to do
that."

"Really?' | said. "Did you actually ask Rashaad if he wanted to drop me? Or did you just tell him after
the fact? For that matter, did you ask him if he wanted to wait for the Union boss, or if he wanted to just
get someone to sweep up with abroom? It is his show, after all."

Barbara bristled. "I'm the producer. And I'm his manager. These things are my job -- to look after this
show and to look after him. | don't make any apologies for that, Tom, not to you or to anybody."

"One day, you might have to make an apology to him, Barbara. But | bet you didn't think about it that
way."

Barbara glared at me but said nothing.

"So," | said, "who did you get to replace me?"
"David Nolan at ACR."

"He's not bad," | said.

"I know that, Tom." Barbara said. She got up and walked back towards the set. She began yelling at the
assistant producer before she even got off the bleachers.

| sat there for afew moments, watching her go. One of the crew came over.

"Hi," he said. "Y ou wouldn't have been talking to her about when we could leave, right?"’
"Nope, sorry," | said. "l just came to get fired."

"Wow," he said. "Some guys have al the luck." He started off.

"Hey," | said. The guy turned. "Next time, don't miss."

He grinned, gave me a salute, and went backstage.

*kkk*%
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The next day, on the way to the Pacific Rim set, | got a phone call on my cellular. It was Joshua.

"Ralph and | are going on a hike," he said. "Ralph smells something interesting out back of your house,
and I'm worried about him if he goes aone. He's pretty old."

"Joshua,” | said, "Think about what you're saying, here. If Ralph has alittle doggie stroke, it's not like
you're going to be able to rush to the nearest street and flag down a passing motorist. Why don't you
guyswait until I get home? Then we can al go together."

"Because I'm bored, and so is Ralph, and you're no fun anymore," Joshua said. "Ever since that article
came out. It'slike living with a cardboard cutout of aformerly interesting person. Remember the good
old days, when we'd have fun? It was just three days ago. Boy, those were times. Let me tell you."

"I'm sorry, Joshua," | said. "But | need these guys."

"Tom, | respect and admire you greatly, but | think you may have your priorities slightly out of order,"
Joshua said. "You're representing an entire alien culture. | think you shouldn't sweat the occasional
television actor.”

| pulled into the set and waved at the security guard, who let me through. "Thanks for the tip, Joshua.
But I'm already here. Might as well go for the save."

"All right, fine," Joshua said, "WEell try to be back before you get home, then."
"Joshua, don't go. It'll only be a couple of hours. Really."
"Lalalalalalala" Joshuasaid. "I'm not listening. Bye."

"At least take aphone,” | yelled, but he had already hung up. Which wasjust aswell. | didn't know how
he would carry a phone, anyway. Probably the battery would leak into hisinsides. | parked, got out,
headed towards the set.

Pacific Rimwas nominally supposed to take place in Venice Beach, but the mgjority of it wasfilmed in
Culver City. One day aweek, the cast and crew decamped to Venice Beach for location shots. Today
was one of those days. It made for an interesting set, if only because the vast majority of extraswerein
bikinis and Rollerblades. On one end of the set, a blocked-off section of the Venice boardwalk, an
assistant director was blocking a shot with a pair of buxom Rollerbladers -- apparently Rollerblading
was harder than it looked. On the other end, Elliot Y oung had his script out and was conferring with the
director, Don Bolling. Their conversation became moreintelligible, as it were, the closer | got.

"I don't understand what 1'm doing here," Elliot was pointing to a page in the script. "See, look. I'm
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running after the girl, screaming, 'Helen! Helen!”, right? But Helen's dead. She was killed in the
aguarium scene on page 5. Isn't that a continuity problem?"

"Elliot," Don said, "I know that Helen gets killed on page 5. The reason you're running after this woman,
screaming Helen's name, is because you think she's her. And, asit happens, it's not Helen, but it is her
identical twin sister. Which you would know, if you ever bothered to read the script before we shot it."

"But don't you think that's confusing?' Elliot said. "Y ou know, thisidentical twin sister thing."
Don let out an audible sigh. "Yes, | do. That's the point, Elliot. It's called a plot twist."

"Well, that'sjust it," Elliot said. "It's a plot twist, but now I'm having a hard time following the plot at
al. I want peopleto be ableto follow what I'm doing on the show when I'm doing it."

"All right, Elliot,” Don said, "what do you suggest?"

"Well, it'sobvious," Elliot said. "When he chases the other woman, the other woman shouldn't ook like
Helen. It clears up the confusion."”

"If we do that," Don said, "then it doesn't make any sense that you're running down the street, calling her
Helen. She would just be another woman."

"They could still be sisters," Elliot said.
Don looked pained. "What?' he said.

"Sisters. They could still be sisters. Sisterslook alot alike. They're related. They could even still be
twins, just not the kind that ook alike. What are those called?"

"Fraterna,”" | said. They both looked at me. | waved, cutely.

"Yeah, fraternal," Elliot said, turning back to Don. "Personally, | think that makes alot more sense.”
"Tom," Don said, "Please help me out here."

"I don't even know what's going on,” | said. "Except that it involves sisters.”

"In this episode, a marine biologist named Helen that Elliot's dating witnesses a mob hit and getskilled,"
Don said.

"She's thrown in with the electric edls," Elliot said.
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"....Right,” Don said. "So Elliot's despondent, and then several days later, he sees another woman who
looks just like Helen. So of course he's confused,” -- Don whipped the word at Elliot, who took no notice
-- "since he knows she's supposed to be dead. It turns out to be her twin sister.”

"Who is of course also seen by the mob killers, so he hasto protect her from them, and during the
process he fallsin love with her aswell," | said.

"How about that, Elliot,” Don said to his star. "Y our agent figured out what was going on, and he didn't
even have to read the script. My count shows him two up on you."

"You don't find that confusing at all?' Elliot asked me.

"It isconfusing," | admitted. "But it'sagood kind of confusing. It's the sort of confusing that viewers
actually like, especially as | assume it gets explained at some point during the action. I'm right about
that, Don?"

"It happens not far past the place where you stopped reading the script, Elliot," Don said.
"Well, thereit is, then," | said. "It works out well for everyone.”

From the other end of the set there was awail followed by a crash. One of the buxom Rollerbladers had
careened out of control and impacted against a Steadicam operator. The resulting collision managed
somehow to dislodge her bikini top. The Rollerblader appeared momentarily flummoxed, deciding
whether to cover her nipples or to grab at the rapidly swelling knob on her forehead, where her skull
connected with that of the cameraman. Her right arm switched between both locations, dealing with
neither very effectively. In the wash of pain and embarrassment, she seemed to have forgotten that she
had awhole other arm that she could deploy.

The Steadicam operator lie sprawled on the pavement, out cold. None of the predominately male crew
was paying even the dightest bit of attention to him.

"Oh, look," Don said. "An actual legitimate crisis." He turned to Elliot. "When | get back, | would really
like to shoot this scene. Please try to have all your philosophical problemswith it resolved by then." He
sauntered toward the scene of the accident, angling towards the girl rather than the cameraman.

"Exciting day," | said, to Elliot.

He was gnawing on athumb, still looking at the script. "Are you sure that thisisn't going to be a
problem with this? I'm still sort of lost."
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"It'll befine, Elliot. Stop worrying about it. And stop gnawing on your thumbnail. Y ou're going to make
your manicurist miserable. Look, you said you wanted to talk. Here | am."

"Y eah, okay," Elliot said. He seemed distracted as we went back to histrailer.

Aswe entered histrailer, | was greeted by alife-size cutout of Elliot in his"beach volleyball" costume
and shades, grinning toothily and holding a bottle of cologne. | had a brief flashback to my earlier
conversation with Joshua. "Who's the handsome guy?' | said.

"Oh, that," Elliot said. He bent down to get a bottle of water out of his refrigerator. "The production
company thinks we ought to branch out into other markets. So we're making a Pacific Rim cologne."

"WEéll, if Baywatch can do it, so can you," | said.
"Qursis different than the Baywatch cologne. It's made with real human pheromones."
"You'rekidding," | said.

"No, man, really." Elliot reached up into an overhead compartment, grabbed a sample-sized cologne
bottle, and handed it to me. "They're actually my pheromones, t0o."

| unscrewed the top and took awhiff. It smelled like | expected Joshuawould smell like if he was | eft
out in the sun too long. "Powerful," | said. "How did they get your pheromones, if you don't mind me
asking?"'

"They put me on atreadmill and then collected my sweat," Elliot said.
"Sounds delightful,”" | said.

Elliot shrugged. "It wasn't so bad. They let me watch videos while | exercised. Listen, | think we should
see other people.”

"What?' | said.
"I think we should see other people," Elliot said.

"Elliot, we're not going steady,” | said, putting the top on the cologne and placing it on the near table.
"Shucks, we've never even dated.”

"Y ou know what | mean," he said. "I've been thinking alot about my future recently, and | sort of want
to explore my options. See what else is out there. Tom, you know there's alot of wild rumors going
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around about you at the moment."

"Great," | said, flopping into achair. "The one week everyone reads The Bizis the week I'm on the
cover."

"The Biz?" Elliot said.

"Yes, Elliot," | said. "Y ou remember, the place where you read al those wild rumors.”
"I didn't read anything about it," Elliot said. "I heard about most of it from Ben."

| sat up. "Who?"

"Ben," Elliot said.

"Ben Fleck?" | asked.

"Yeah," Elliot said. "Y ou know him?"

"I can't believe this," | said. "I've been cherry-picked by Ben Fleck."

"He said that you've cracked up lately,” Elliot said. "That you've been handing all your clients to other
agents because of the stress. So | figured, if you're doing that anyway, might aswell at least stay in the
same company, where they know me."

“Elliot," I said. "I'm not cracking up. I'm fine. And | still want to be your agent. Look where you are
now, Elliot. You're doing pretty well for yourself. Which meansthat | did pretty well for you. Y ou don't
just chuck that away because Ben Fleck calls you up and tells you I'm cracking up. Y ou don't even know
Ben, Elliot. He's an incompetent agent. Trust me on this one."

"Yeah," Elliot shrugged again. "Well, he says that he can get me into film, that I'm ready for the big film
roles.”

"Of course he would say that, Elliot. He knows that's what you want. That's what everybody wants."
"WEell, what do you think? Y ou think I'm ready for film roles?'

"Sure, some," | said, conveniently ignoring my previous plan to keep him strictly on television for the
next season. "But you still need to build your base. Y ou remember what happened to David Caruso
when he jumped too soon. He had two flops and then he was squashed.”
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"Uh-huh," Elliot said. "Look, Tom. | know you don't think I'm arocket scientist, but I'm not totally
dumb. I'm 32 years old. I'm only making $50,000 an episode. I've got another four seasons on my
contract. Where does that |leave me?"

"With five million dollars?' | said.

"I can make that off of one movie, man," Elliot said. "32 is prime time in the movie business. I've got to
strike now. Ben's ready to back me up on this, and | think | ought to take him up on that. You'reright, it
iIswhat | want. I'm sorry, Tom."

There was a knock on the door. "We're ready, Elliot," Don said, through the door. "Put down that
MENSA test and get on the set."

"Elliot,” | said. "Think about this, all right? Don't decide anything right now."

"I got to go," Elliot said. "No hard feelings, Tom? It's just business."

It was my turn to shrug. | could see where this was going. "Sure, Elliot. No problem."
"Great," he said, and opened the door. "Y ou know, you can keep that bottle of cologne.”

"Thanks," | said. He smiled, closed the door behind him. | picked up the bottle of cologne and stared at it
for aminute before | threw it against the far wall of the trailer. It shattered quite nicely.

ok kK
Ben's administrative assistant, Monica, beamed at me prettily as | strode up.
"Hi, Monica," | said. "Ben wouldn't happen to be in at the moment, would he?’
"Heis, but he's with a prospective client.”

"Redlly," | said. "Anyone | know?"

"Do you know any Playmates on a personal basis?' Monica asked.

"Afraid not," | said.

"Then you don't know her," Monica said.

"“I'll learn to get past the disappointment,” | said.

file:///K |[/eMule/lncoming/John%20Scal zi %620-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (71 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:46



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

"That's the spirit,” Monica said. "Y ou want me to tell him you dropped by?"

"That'sal right," | said. "Thiswill just take aminute." | stepped past her desk and walked into Ben's
office.

Ben was sitting at his desk with the aforementioned Playmate in the guest chair. He smiled expansively
at me. "Tom," he said. "What a surprise. Have you met Leigh? She's a Playmate.”

"Not yet," Leigh piped, "Not until November."
"Something for us boys to look forward too, then," Ben said.

"Hello, Leigh,” | said, shaking her hand. "It's pleasure to meet you. Excuse me for just one second,
please." | turned, leaned over the desk, and sucker-punched Ben in the nose. | turned back to Leigh, who
sat, stunned, watching as Ben yodeled in pain at his desk, holding his bleeding nose in his splayed
fingers. | sat on the edge of Ben's desk and smiled winningly.

"So," | said. "Found an agent?'

Leigh ran screaming from the room. | turned back to Ben. He had fingers jammed into his nostrils to
staunch the bleeding.

"Y ou fucker," he said. "Y ou broke my fucking nose!"

"Y ou cherry-picked Elliot Y oung from me, Ben. | don't appreciate that very much. | also don't
appreciate what you said about me in The Biz. Those were hurtful words. | was bothered. Since you don't
have any clients | want, and I'm not planning to talk to the press, | had to do something to even up our
ledgers. | think we're about even now, don't you?"

"You'retotally fucking insane,” Ben said. "Enjoy your last day as an agent, you asshole.”

"Ben, let me make this clear to you," | said. "If you ever stick your nose in my business again, I'm going
to work you over with a sledgehammer. | don't mean that figuratively. | literally mean that | will walk
into this office, lock the door behind me, pull out a sledgehammer and work on you until your bones
resemble gravel. Are we clear?’

"You're out of your fucking mind, Tom," Ben said.

"Ben, are we clear?'
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"Yes," Ben glared at me through the beginnings of bruises. "Y es, we're fucking clear, already. Get out of
my fucking office, Tom. Just get out."

| walked to the door. A crowd was waiting on the other side. | stared at them.
"Congratulate Ben," | said. "He's the proud father of a bouncing baby nosebleed.”
Ben started screaming for Monica. | walked the short distance to my office.
Mirandafollowed mein. "Are you okay?"' she asked.

"No," | said, "I amin so much pain. | think | broke afinger."

Miranda slipped her notepad under her arm. "Let me see,” she said. She reached over. | gave her my
hand. She palpitated my middle finger.

"Ouch," | said.

"It's not broken," Miranda said. "it's not even sprained. But you clearly don't know how to throw a
punch."

“I'll do better next time," | said.
Miranda pinched down hard on my finger. | screamed.

"Don't you ever do something like that again,” she said, "or I'll kill you myself. | like my job, and I'm not
going to have you risk it just because you're my boss. Got it?"

"Yes!" | said. "Let go." Shedid.
"Now," she said, pulling her notepad back out. "Messages. Jim Van Doren called.”
"The hell you say," | said.

"No lie," she said. "he says he's working on another story and wanted to see if you wanted to comment
this time."

"I can't comment," | said. "l already promised you | wouldn't punch anyone else.”

"That's my boss,” Miranda said. "Amanda called. She says she wanted you to know she made Tea
‘grovel like the she-dog sheis for the part in the Chevy Chase film. Says that she and Tea have cometo
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an understanding and that she doesn't expect too many more problems."
"And here you thought you were going to have to do alot of hand holding,” | said.

"No kidding," Miranda said. "l think we created a monster. Carl called. He wants to know if you're
available for lunch tomorrow."

"Thisisaquestion?' | asked.

"That's what | thought you might say," Miranda said, "So | told him you'd be free at 12:30. Meet him at
his office."

"Got it," | said.

"Last message," Miranda said. "Someone I've never heard of, but says he knows you. Didn't leave his
last name."

" Joshua?'

"That's him," Miranda said. "Sort of cryptic message. Said you'd understand.”
"What isit?"

"He said, 'Something happened. I'll be late.™

Posted by john at 11.04 PM

Chapter Nine

Carl leaned on the railing of the Santa Monica Pier, happily munching on a corn dog. | had a corn dog of
my own, but | was somewhat more somber. | was figuring out how | was going to tell my boss that the
alien he had entrusted to my care had mysteriously disappeared into the Angeles National Forest.

The good news was that Joshua did take one of the cellular phones with him; it was from that phone that
he had called my office and left the message. The bad news was that after leaving the message he wasn't
answering the phone. As soon as | got his message, | began calling his phone at five minute intervals
until I got home. There was no answer.

When | got home, | changed into sweats, a T-shirt and my long-neglected hiking boots, and hauled my
carcass out of the backyard. Between a fifteen-year-old dog and pile of goo, | figured the chances were
slim that the two of them had gotten very far. | picked the direction that | figured they might go in and
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went thataway .

When | wasthirteen, | knew every tree, every slope, every large rock in the woods out back of my
house. Every oncein awhile, I'd drop a book, several candy bars and a couple of Cokes in a backpack,
leave a note for the parents and head into the hills. I'd come back several hours later in pitch darkness,
unconcerned that | might get lost or misdirected. Thiswas Los Angeles, after all; just point yourself in
the direction of the lights, and ten minutes later you're on one suburban street or another. More to the
point, however, was the fact that | knew my way around -- it was as unthinkable for me to get lost in
those woods as it was for me to get lost in my own back yard.

In the fifteen years between my thirteen-year-old self and my current one, someone went into the woods
and switched the trees and rocks around. Five minutesin, | was utterly lost.

Three hours later, scratched, bruised, and limping from where | jammed my foot into arabbit hole,
twisting my ankle, | resurfaced from the Angeles National Forest miles from where | had entered. |
would have been completely disoriented if | hadn't had the luck to emerge from the brush two hundred
yards from my high school; asit was it took me nearly another hour to get home because of my ankle.

Later, as| soaked in the tub, | formulated a plan: when Joshua came home, | would discover if it were
possible to strangle protoplasm. It was agood plan, and | congratulated myself for coming up with it on
my own.

Joshua, however, stayed one step ahead. He ssimply didn't reappear.

At 2 am, | gave up and headed to bed. The rational portion of my mind figured that a creature that had
crossed trillions of miles of hard vacuum would be able to keep himself alive for anight in the suburban
woods above Los Angeles. The crazy little man in my head, however, was convinced that Joshua had
already been eaten by the coyotes. | briefly considered trying to get my cellular company to triangulate
the phone's position, but | suspected that the phone had to be receiving for that. There was the other
small matter of Joshua being an extraterrestrial; it would be hard to explain to search teams what my
phone was doing immersed in a puddle of sentient mucus. The best | could do was leave the patio door
unlocked and hope Joshua and Ralph made it home.

| got to sleep at six. Neither Joshua or Ralph had made an appearance. When | finally left the house at 11
for my lunch with Carl, the two of them were still missing.

The one space alien on the entire planet, and | had managed to lose him. | wasfired for sure.

"God," Carl said, holding his half-eaten corn dog in front of him. "I love corn dogs. Who would have
thought that hog snouts could taste so good if you just rolled them into a tube, shot them up with nitrates
and breaded them in corn paste? But thereit is. How old are you, Tom?"
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“I'm 28," | said.

"When | was your age, Tom, |'d come out here with Susan, my first wife, and we'd get a couple of corn
dogs and then we'd walk to the end of the pier and watch the sunset. This was in the late 70s, when the
smog was so bad breathing the air constituted a health hazard."

"I remember those days,” | said. "I got out of alot of P.E. classes that way. We had to stay inside and
watch filmstrips. | learned all about the California missions that way."

"I don't really miss all the smog, mind you," Carl said, staring off. "But they made for some beautiful
sunsets. The late 70s were a horrible period in the history of the universe, Tom -- you had stagflation,
the American hostagesin Iran, and some terrible, terrible apparel. And smog. But the sunsets weren't so
bad. It doesn't make up for anything, but it goes to show not everything can be bad all at once."

"I didn't know you had been married more than once," | said. "I had thought Elise was your first wife."
Carl's wife Elise was the scariest person you'd ever want to meet -- aterrifyingly intelligent trial lawyer
who also had a doctorate in psychology. She was thinking of running for Los Angeles District Attorney.
From there it would be a short hop to mayor. Between the two of them, Carl and Elise would be running
southern California within the decade.

Carl glanced over. "Elise ismy second wife. We were married in '88. Susan died in '81. Car accident;
some drunk idiot came up the wrong way on an onramp and plowed right into her car. They both died
instantly. Pregnant at the time, you know."

"I'm terribly sorry,” | said. "I didn't mean to bring up any painful memories.”

Carl waved it off. "No reason you should know. | never talk about it and no one ever talks about it
around me. One of the advantages of being the sort of boss that scares the Hell out of the subordinates.
Susan was a wonderful woman -- but so is Elise. I've been very lucky."

"Yes, sir." We ate our corn dogsin silence.

"Comeon," Carl said, after he had finished hisdog. "I haven't walked on the beach for weeks. We can
chat while we walk." We walked off the pier, stopped off at Carl's car to drop off our shoes and socks,
and then walked into the sand towards the surf.

"S0," he said, when we walked to the water. "How is Joshua doing?’
| swallowed and saw my career flash before my eyes. "He's missing at the moment, Carl," | said.

"Missing? Explain.”
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"He and Ralph -- my neighbor's dog -- went out for awalk in the woods yesterday, while | was off
seeing Elliot Young. When | got back into the office, Miranda had a message from him, saying that
something had happened, and that he'd be late. That's the last I've heard of him. | went looking for him
last night, but | didn't find him. | stayed up until six this morning, and he hadn't returned."”

"Where would he go?* Carl said. "He's not exactly inconspicuous."”
"The Angeles National Forest starts more or lessin my backyard,” | said. "They went into the woods."

If | were Carl, this would have been the point where | would have fired me. Instead, Carl changed the
subject. "l hear you flattened Ben Fleck's nose yesterday."

"I did,” | admitted. "He pinched Elliot Y oung off of me. He's also the 'Lupo Associatesinsider' in that
damned story in The Biz. Punching him seemed the only alternative to breaking his neck. Although I'm
feeling guilty about it now. | think | may have broken his nose."

"It's not broken," Carl said. "We had some x-rays done at Cedars Sinal. It's merely 'severely bruised.™
"Well, that's good," | said. "l mean, relatively speaking."

"Itis," Carl agreed. "Bethat asit may, Tom, | would prefer in the future that you find some less
dramatic way to resolve your issues with Ben. Ben may have been asking for it, but that sort of thing
isn't very good for company morale. Also, all things considered, it's drawing unwanted attention to you
at the moment."

Carl was referring to the blurb in the Times " Company Town" column -- one of the office spectators had
|leaked to the paper, and the paper did the legwork and found out that Ben had snaked one of my clients.
It also mentioned the article in The Biz as a contributing factor, giving the article credence in the
process. For even more fun, the Times had called my office this morning as well, looking for acomment
on The Bizand its editorial practices. It felt like the media had pried up afloorboard looking for a bug,
and that bug was me. | just wanted to fade back into the darkness.

| laughed. Carl look at me oddly. "What's so funny?' he asked.

"I'm sorry," | said. "l wasjust thinking about it. Thisweek | was ditched by two of my clients, was
|abeled insane by a magazine, assaulted a colleague and let an alien walk off into the woods, where he's
probably been eaten by a coyote. I'm trying to imagine how this week can get any worse. | don't think it
can."

"We could have an earthquake," Carl said.
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"An earthquake would be wonderful," | said. "It would give everyone el se something to think about. A
nice big one, 7 or 8 on the Richter scale. Mgor structural damage. That'd work."

Carl stood there a moment, seemingly preoccupied. | followed his line of sight down to histoes. He was
busily squelching sand through them. After afew seconds of this, he stepped out of his footprints and let
the tide wash into them, partially erasing them. Then he put his feet back into them.

"Tom," Carl said, "Don't worry too much about Joshua at the moment. He'll be fine. The Y hergk are
pretty much indestructible by our standards, and | doubt that the coyotes or whatever are going to get a
bite out of him. Joshua can make a skunk seem like a bed of roses. He and ...Ralph?' -- He looked for
confirmation; | nodded -- "are probably just roughing it or something. Y ou didn't tell me that he had
made friends with a dog."

"They get along great,” | said. "They're the solution to each other's boredom. | think Joshua likes Ralph
better than he likes me."

"WEell, that's good news, at the very least. Anyway, | expect Joshua will be back soon enough. Try to
relax a bit."

| snorted just alittle. "Now if | could just get The Biz off my back, 1'd be set."
"Some of that's been taken care of," Carl said. "The Timesis doing a story on The Biz, you know."
"They called me thismorning," | admitted. "I've been sort of dreading calling them back."

"I've already talked to them," Carl said. "Gave them anice long chat about how The Biz took our
company's innovative mentoring policy and made it look like you were having a nervous breakdown. |
said that if you were having a nervous breakdown, then | and several of the senior agents were also
having them, since we've also started mentoring some of our newer agents.”

"Thanks," | said. "Y ou didn't have to do that."

"Actualy, | did," Carl said. "It keeps the bad press to a minimum. I'm not blaming you about it -- this
Van Doren character was already working on something, and you just happened to be in the wrong place
at the wrong time with him. Anyway, the mentoring ideais not a bad one; we've been a sink-or-swim
agency long enough. It might do some good to do things the other way for awhile."

“I'm surprised you found out about it," | said.

"| asked Miranda," Carl said. "She seemsto think highly of it and you."
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"I think highly of her aswell," | said. "Actually, I'm hoping to get her araise."

"Give her aten percent hike," Carl said, "but tell her to keep quiet about it. We've been cracking down
on raises recently. But | figure she deservesit, or will by the time this whole thing is through. Which
reminds me, since you thought of the mentoring program, you've won our Annual Innovation in
Agenting Award. Congratulations."

"That's great," | said. "I've never heard of this award before."

"It'sthe first annual," Carl said. "Don't get too excited. I've already told the Times you've donated the
cash award to the City of Hope."

"That was very nice of me," | said.

"It was," Carl agreed. "The point of all thisisthat now, rather than being looked upon as someone who
Is cracking up, which is interesting and creates press, you look like someone whose eye is on the ball
and whose heart isin the right place, which is boring and no one gives a damn about. The Biz, properly,
looks like arag filled with poor reporting. And Ben Fleck looks to have gotten his. Everything works
out."

"Wow," | said. "l thought | wasfired for sure."

"Well, I'll be honest with you, Tom," Carl said. "It's not exactly the way | wanted it. We've cleared most
of these distractions away thistime. Now do me the favor of not requiring me to pull another Deus Ex
Machina. | don't really likeit, and it brings more attention to us than | want. Fair enough?’

| sensed the extreme irritation that lay directly under Carl's placid statement. He may not have been
blaming me for anything that had happened, but that didn't mean that it didn't reflect on me. | was now
going to have to work twice as hard to keep from pissing him off in the future. | figured, sooner or later,
given the way things had gone so far, | was doomed.

"Fair enough," | said.

"Good," Carl said. He clapped his hands together. "Y ou like ice cream? There's this place nearby that
has the best soft-serveice creamin L.A. Let's go get some."

Theice cream was as good as Carl promised; first it spiraled out of an ice cream maker, then it was
dipped into chocolate that formed a hard candy shell. We sat outside the shop and watched rollerskaters
and gulls go by.

"Y ou know what 1'd really like to know," | said.
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Carl was wiping off his chin from where some chocolate had smudged it. "I'm sure you'll tell me," he
said.

"I will indeed," | said. "I'd like to know how you met up with our smelly little space friendsin the first
place. And I'd like to know how Joshua got his name."

"Lunchtime isamost over,” Carl said. "I don't know that | have time to go into it right now."

"Oh, come on," | said, risking alittle familiarity. "Y ou're one of the most powerful men on this half of
the continent. If you have a meeting, they'll wait."

Carl bit into hisice cream. "l guessthat'strue. All right, then. Hereit is."

Posted by john at 11:08 PM

Chapter Ten

You think of the human race meeting the first alien species, and you think of Close Encounters
or The Day The Earth Stood Still: big production numbers involving scientists, government
officials and a lot of background music. The fact of the matter is the first human contact with
aliens happened on the phone. It's a letdown if you're into grand scale entrances, but in
retrospect, | find it comforting, and, now that | think of it, indicative of the Yherajk: they were
dying to meet us, but they're polite enough to make sure they're wanted.

At the time, though, | thought it was a crank call. Of course; who thinks aliens are going to use
the phone?

The phone call came at about a quarter past eleven. I'd just gotten back from the premiere of
Call of the Damned; | skipped the after-party because | didn't want to have to tell anyone what |
had really thought of the movie. Elise was in Richmond, Virginia, on her book tour -- |
remember her leaving a message and telling me she was thinking we should get a horse farm
out there for when we retire. | mean, really -- what the hell am | going to do with horses? But
she's a horsy type. Never got over it as a girl.

| was sitting in my lounger with my second beer, listening to Fritz Coleman talk about one of
those annual meteor showers. Persieds or Leonids. Can never remember which is which. Fritz
was going on about it when the phone rang. | picked it up.

"Hello," | said.

"Hi," the voice on the other end said. "My name is Gwedif. I'm a representative of an alien race
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that is right now orbiting high above your planet. We have an interesting proposition, and we'd
like to discuss it with you."

| glanced over to the LED readout on the phone, which displays caller ID information. There
wasn't any. "This doesn't involve Amway products, does it?" | asked.

"Certainly not," Gwedif said. "no salesmen will come to your door."

Thanks to the beer, | was just mellow enough not to do what | usually do with crank calls,

which is hang up. And anyway, this one was sort of interesting; usually when | get random
calls, it's some wannabe actor who's looking for representation. | was bored and Fritz had
given way to commercials, so | kept going.

"A representative of an alien race," | said. "Like one of those Heaven's Gate folks? You
following a comet or something?"

"No," Gwedif said. "I'm one of the aliens myself. And we passed by Hale-Bopp on the way in.
No spaceships that we could see. Those people didn't know what they were talking about."

"Actually one of the aliens," | said. "That's new. Tell me, does this bit work with other folks? |
mean, I'm loving it, personally.”

"l don't know," Gwedif said. "We haven't called anyone else. Mr. Lupo, we know it sounds
unbelievable, but we figured this was the best way to go -- cut the ooh-ah Spielberg stuff and
get right to the point. Why be coy? We know you like to get right to business. We saw that PBS
documentary."”

You remember that thing, Tom -- they had a film crew from KCET follow me around for a week
about a year ago, when | was putting the Call of the Damned package together over there at
TriStar. They actually ran it in a theater before they ran it on TV, so it'd be eligible for Oscar
consideration. I'm pretty sure they can write off any votes from the TriStar suits; the
documentary makes it look like | rolled them. Well, maybe | did.

Anyway, the 'aliens' saw it, and thus, the upfront phone call. And now they wanted to arrange a
meeting. By this time | had drained the second beer and had gone to the fridge for a third. So |
figured, what the hell.

"Sure, Gwed -- you don't mind if | call you Gwed, do you?" | said

"Not a bit," he said.

"Why don't you come on over to the office sometime next week and we'll set up a meeting.
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Just call the front desk and ask for Marcella, my assistant."

"Hmmmm, that'd be sort of difficult,” he said. "We were kind of hoping we might have a chat
tonight. There's a meteor shower going on."

| didn't really understand that last part, but | figured it was par for the course when you're
talking to ‘aliens'. "All right," | said. "Let's chat tonight."

"Great," Gwedif said. "I'll be down in about fifteen minutes."

"Swell," | said. "You going to need anything? A snack? A beer?"

"No, I'm fine," he said, "though I'd appreciate it if you'd turn on your pool light."

"Well, of course," | said. "Everyone knows to turn on their pool light when aliens drop by."
"See you soon," Gwedif said and hung up.

| hauled myself out of the lounger, clicked off the TV and went to the sliding glass door that
leads to the pool area. The pool's light switch is right by the door, so I clicked it on as | headed
out the door. You've never been to our place, Tom, but we have a huge pool -- Olympic-sized.
Elise was a swimmer at UCSD and still uses it to stay in shape. | wade around in the shallow
end of the pool, myself -- | float better than | swim.

| plopped down into a patio chair and sucked on my beer and thought about what | had just
done. | never invite strangers over to the house, even sane ones, and now | had just invited
someone who said he was a representative of an alien species over for a chat. The more |
thought about it, of course, the more stupid it seemed. About ten minutes of this, | had become
convinced that | had just set myself up for some sort of ritual Hollywood murder, the kind
where the newscasters start off their stories by saying "The victim appeared to know his
assailant -- there was no struggle of any kind," and then pan to walls, which are sponge-
painted with blood. | stood up to go back into the house and phone the police, when | noticed a
meteor streaking across the sky.

This in itself was no big deal. There was meteor shower going on, after all, and my house is
high up enough in the hills that the light pollution isn't so bad; I'd been seeing little meteor
streaks the entire time | was sitting there. But most of them were small, far off, and lightning
quick; this one was large, close, and dropping its way through the sky directly towards my
house. It looked like it was moving slow, but as | stared at it, | realized that it was going to
impact in about five seconds. Even if | hadn't been paralyzed, staring at it, | doubted I could
have made it into the house. It looked like | wouldn't have to worry about being murdered by
psychopaths, after all -- | was going to be struck down by a meteor instead. At this point, some
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absurdly rational chunk of my consciousness piped in with a thought: Do you realize the odds
on getting hit by a meteor?

About two seconds to impact, the meteor shattered with a tremendous sonic boom, the tiny
pieces of the rock vaporizing in the atmosphere like a sudden fireworks display. | stared
dumbly at the point of the explosion, blinking away the afterimages, when | heard a far-off
whistling sound, getting closer. | saw it a fraction of a second before it hit my pool -- a chunk of
meteor that had to be the size of a barrel, whirling end over end. The explosion of the meteor
must have acted like a brake on its momentum, because if something that size had hit my
backyard at the speed the meteor had been going, neither | nor any of my neighbors would
have been around to tell the tale.

As it was, it hit the pool like a bus, and | was hit by a tidal wave of suddenly hot pool water.
Steam fumed from where it dropped, in the deep end. | regained enough of my senses to
wonder how much the pool damage was going to cost me, and if meteor strikes were covered
by my home insurance. | doubted they were. Several pool lights had been extinguished by the
impact; | went back to the door and turned it off, so as not to have electrified water, and then
turned on the main patio lights to get a closer look at the damage.

Miraculously, the pool seemed in good shape, if you didn't count the broken pool lights. The
pool water was still bubbling where the meteor had gone in, but even so, | could see enough
through the water to see that the concrete appeared to be uncracked. The meteor chunk had
come in at just the right angle into the pool; the mass of the water, rather than the mass of the
concrete, absorbed the impact. The water level of the pool was a good foot lower than it had
been pre-impact, however.

If my neighbors heard anything, they gave no indication -- or the very least, | never heard them
if they had. The walls around the backyard are twelve feet high; | had had them built around
1991, when my next door neighbor was a heavy metal drummer. | had gotten sick of listening
to his parties and watching him and his women having cocaine-fueled orgies in the hot tub,
and it was easier to build the wall than to get him to move. As it turns out, | needn't have
bothered; about a week after the walls were up, his wife filed for divorce and he had to sell the
house as part of the settlement. George Post lives there now. Plastic surgeon. Nice neighbor.
Quiet.

After the water settled down for a few moments, | heard a small crack, and looked into the pool
in time to see a thick liquid oozing out of the meteorite remains and floating to the top of the
water. The stuff was mostly clear but oily-looking. Space phlegm. After a couple of minutes of
accumulating, the phlegm did something surprising: it started moving toward the side of the
pool. When it got to the edge, a tentacle shot out onto the patio concrete and the rest of the
phlegm hauled up through it. When it was totally out, it launched up another tentacle that
waved around for a second, then stopped and shot back down into the rest of the phlegm. It
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began to slide over towards me.

| can't even begin to tell you what was going through my mind at that moment, Tom. You know
those dreams where something horrifying is coming at you, and you're running as fast as you
can, but you're moving in slow motion? It was like that feeling: disassociated horror and utter
immobility. My brain had stopped working. | couldn't move. | couldn't think. I'm pretty sure |
stopped breathing. All | could do was watch this thing work around the patio to where | was
standing. For the third and final time that night, | was utterly convinced | was going to die.

The thing stopped short two feet in front of me and collected itself into a compact Jell-O mold
shape. A bowling ball-sized protuberance emerged from the top and launched itself up to eye
level, supported by a stalk of goop. And then it talked.

"Carl? It's Gwedif. We talked on the phone. Ready to take a meeting?"
Tom, | did something I've never done before. | fainted straight away.

| was down for just a couple of seconds; | woke up to find Gwedif looming over me. | caught a
whiff of him: he smelled like an old tennis shoe.

"I'm guessing that wasn't planned,” he said.

| rolled away from him as quickly as | could and reached for the nearest dangerous object. My
beer bottle had broken, so | grabbed it and held it in my hand, jagged end out.

"Eek," Gwedif said.
"Stay away," | said.
"Away put your weapon," he said. "I mean you no harm."

The line floated in my head for a second before | attached it with what it was from: it was a line
of Yoda's in The Empire Strikes Back. It knocked me off kilter just enough that | relaxed just a
little. | lowered the beer bottle.

"Thank you," Gwedif said. "Now, Carl, I'm going to move toward you, very slowly. Don't be
frightened. All right?"

| nodded. Slowly as promised, Gwedif moved over to reaching distance.

"You okay so far?" Gwedif asked. | nodded again. "All right, then. Hold out your hand."
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| did. Slowly, he pulled a tentacle out of his body and wrapped it around my hand. | was
surprised not to find it slimy; in fact, it was firm and warm. My brain looked for a concept to
related it with and come up with one -- those Stretch Johnson dolls. You know, the one where
you pulled on the arms and they stretched out for a yard. It was something like that.

My hand wrapped in his tentacle, Gwedif did the unexpected. He shook it.
"Hi, Carl," he said. "Nice to meet you."

| looked at Gwedif, dumbfounded, for about 20 seconds. Then | started to laugh.

*kkkk

What can you say about the experience of meeting an entirely new, wholly alien, intelligent
species of life? Well, of course, Tom, you know what it was like; you 've done it, too. But | think
by now you may have noticed that | plowed you right through that first meeting with Joshua,
and | did it for a reason. | wanted to give your conscious brain something relatively familiar to
work on, while your subconscious was grinding its gears on the existence of an alien. | don't
know if it was fair to do it that way; it might have been a sort of coitus interruptus for
appreciating the wonder of the moment. What? Well, it's good to know it doesn't bother you,
then.

Personally, it took me a good hour before | finally calmed my brain down enough that Gwedif
and | could start having a real conversation. During the interim he answered my semi-coherent
guestions, allowed me to touch him, literally sticking my hands into him on one occasion, and
otherwise talking me down back into a rational state of mind. | was like a kid with a new toy.
You're looking at me like it's hard to believe, Tom. And it is, | suppose; you folks at work only
see me in control, and that's also for a reason.

But there's no way that | could contain my enthusiasm and excitement! Only one person on the
planet gets to be the first person these aliens would meet, and it was me. | didn't yet
understand why, or for what purpose, but at that moment | didn't care. The answer to one of
the biggest questions humanity had ever asked -- are we alone in the universe? -- was sitting,
globular and stinky, in the living room of my house. It was....indescribable. A boon of
monumental proportions. About half an hour in, as the implications sank in, | wept with joy.

We talked all through the night, of course; | too excited to sleep and Gwedif, apparently,
doesn't need it. When 9 o'clock rolled around, | called Marcella and told her | was taking a sick
day. Marcella was concerned; she wanted to send a specialist over. | told her not to worry, that
| could take care of myself. Then | went to sleep, but woke up two hours later, too excited to
stay in bed. | found Gwedif outside, by the pool.
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“I'm just admiring my work," he said. "l don't know if you can appreciate it, but this" -- he
produced a tentacle and motioned at the pool -- "took some doing. You try to shoot a pod into
a swimming pool from 50,000 miles out. And not have it do major damage. And have it look
like a natural meteor on the way down."

"It was a nice touch," | said.

"It was, wasn't it?" Gwedif agreed. "A pain in the ass, you should pardon the expression, as |
obviously don't have an ass to have a pain in. But we have to do it that way if we want to land
near a city. You can fool some of the Air Force all of the time, and all of the Air Force some of
the time, but you can't fool all of the Air Force all of the time. Better this way than shot down by
a Stealth fighter. Of course, there is the problem of getting back. That thing" -- he pointed to
the detritus at the bottom of the pool -- "isn't moving anywhere it's not hauled."

"So how are you getting back?" | asked.

"Well, we've scheduled a rendezvous near Baker for later tonight. There's nothing out there in

the desert, so we don't have to worry about rubberneckers. Even so, we'll probably light up the
radar something fierce. It's going to have to be quick in, quick out. | was hoping | could get you
to drop me off."

"Of course" | said.

"And also that you'd come with me," Gwedif said.

"What?"

"Come on, Carl,"” Gwedif said. "You can't possibly think | came this far just for a quick hello. We
have serious stuff to talk about, and it will go much, much faster if you come to the ship."

Even though | had known Gwedif for a very short time, | could tell that he was holding back on
something. He wanted to have me come to the ship, all right, but | had a feeling it was for more
than just a chat. | had the immediate brain flash to the alien abduction cliché, strapped down to
the table while a blob of Jell-O readied the rectal probe. But that wouldn't have made any
sense. You don't act all friendly with someone just to get them for lab experiments. They would
have just grabbed me.

And anyway, | wanted to go. Are you kidding? Who wouldn't?

That morning, | phoned for a taxi and went to a used car lot in Burbank to get a cheap, non-
descript car. | paid $2,000 and got a twenty year-old Datsun pickup. | then went to a pick-a-
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part place and pulled the license plates off of a wreck. Finally, | pried the Vehicle Identification
Number off the dashboard. | didn't know if Gwedif was right about the radar being lit up when
they came to pick us up, but I didn't want my own car there if anyone came to investigate.

At about eight o' clock we set off down the 10, towards the 15, out to Baker in the middle of
nowhere. Gwedif spread himself out under the bottom of the truck seat and popped a tendril
over the back to see and talk. The truck wasn't worth nearly what | had paid for it; it almost
died twice on the way out, and once | did an emergency stop into a gas station to add water to
the radiator.

About five miles to Baker, Gwedif had me exit the 15 and take a frontage road for a few miles
until we came to an unmarked road heading south. We drove along that for another four or five
miles, until literally the only lights | could see were my headlights and the lights of the stars
above me.

"All right," Gwedif said, finally. "This is the place."

| stopped the pickup and looked around.

"l don't see anything," | said.

"They're on their way," Gwedif said. "Give them another three seconds."

The ground shook. Thirty yards to the left of us, a black, featureless cube 20 feet to a side had
dropped unceremoniously from the sky. The ground cracked where it landed.

"Hmmm...a little early," Gwedif said.

| peered over to the cube, which, disregarding the fact it had just fallen from the heavens, was
severely lacking in grandeur. "Doesn't look like much," | said.

"Of course it doesn't,” Gwedif said, transferring from behind the seat. "We'll save all the pretty
lights for when we want to have our formal introduction. For now, we just want to get up and
out without attracting attention. Ready?"

| started to open the door.
"Where are you going?" Gwedif asked.

"l thought we were leaving," | said.
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"We are," Gwedif said. "Drive into it. We can't very likely leave this car in the middle of
nowhere. Someone might find it. That's why | had them send an economy-sized box."

"l wish I'd known," | said. "I would have brought the Mercedes."
"l wish you had," Gwedif said. "Air conditioning is a good thing."

| turned the wheel and drove gingerly towards the black cube. When the bumper nudged
against the cube's surface, | lightly tapped on the gas pedal. There was a slight resistance, and
then almost a tearing as the cube's surface enveloped the pickup.

Then we were inside the cube. The inside was dimly it, from luminescence coming off the
walls. The space was utterly nondescript, the only architectural feature being a platform ten
feet up that | couldn't see onto, since we were underneath it.

"When do we leave?" | asked.
Gwedif stretched out a tendril to touch the nearest wall. "We already have," he said.
"Really?" | said. "I wish this thing had windows. I'd like to see where we're going."

"Okay," Gwedif said. The cube disappeared. | screamed. The cube reappeared, transparent
but visibly tinted.

"Sorry," Gwedif said. "Shouldn't have made it completely clear. Didn't mean to freak you out."

| gathered my wits, rolled down the window, and stared down at the planet, which was tinted
purple by the shaded cube.

"How far up are we?" | asked.

"About 500 miles," Gwedif said. "We have to go slow for the first few miles, but once we're up
about 10 miles, nobody's looking anymore and we can really pick up speed.”

"Can | leave the truck? | mean, will the floor support me?"
"Sure," Gwedif said. "It's supporting the truck, after all."

| opened the door and very carefully placed a foot on the cube floor and added weight to it. It
felt slightly spongy, like a wrestling mat or a taut trampoline, but it indeed held my weight. |
stepped fully outside, leaving the truck door open, and walked away from the pickup. | looked
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up, and | was able to see through the platform; on the other side of it were two other blobs,
also with tendrils extending into the walls -- the pilot and co-pilot, | assumed.

After a few minutes of walking around, | had Gwedif make the cube totally transparent. For the
briefest of seconds, | felt a surge of panic again, but it was immediately replaced by the most
astounding sense of exhilaration -- a God's eye view of the planet, unencumbered by spacesuit
or visor. | asked Gwedif if there was artificial gravity in the cube and he said that there was; |
asked him if we could cut it off so | could float, but he demurred. He said he'd prefer not to
have the pickup floating around aimlessly. They did decrease the gravity to match the
spaceship that we were going to; suddenly | was 40 pounds lighter. After a few more minutes |
asked them to retint the cube -- my forebrain had accepted | was safe, but the reptile regions
were having trouble with it.

The flight was a little under a half-hour long; we slowed appreciably as we approached the
spaceship although | of course didn't feel the deceleration. But | saw it -- one moment | was
staring at the blackness of space, and the next a huge rock came hurtling at me, not unlike the
meteor had the night before. | cringed involuntarily, but suddenly it appeared to stop, hovering
what seemed a few miles away.

"There it is," Gwedif said. "Home sweet home."

It was impossible for me to judge how big this asteroid-turned-spaceship was. As we got
closer, | guessed that it must be close to a mile in diameter, a guess that was confirmed by
Gwedif to be in the right ballpark. The asteroid appeared to have no non-natural features, but
as we approached, | saw featureless black streaks dotting the surface. We were heading
towards one.

"Does the ship have a name?" | asked.

"Yes," Gwedif said. "Give me a second to translate it." He was quiet for a moment, then, "It's
called the lonar. It's the name of our first sentient ancestor, like an Adam or Eve for you. It also
means 'explorer’ or 'teacher' in a loose sense of those words, in that lonar, realizing he was the
first of his kind, learned as much as he could about the world so that his" -- another pause here
-- "children could know as much as possible. His exploration is our culture's first and greatest
memory epic. We thought that his name would be a good one for this ship. Provident. That
reminds me, we should plug your nose before we go out into the ship."

"Excuse me?" | said.

"We communicate with smells," Gwedif said, "When | said | had to translate, | meant that | had
to translate the smells that we associate with a concept into an auditory analogue. But only a
few of us know this translation as yet -- and obviously the rest of us will be speaking our
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'mother tongue.' But | don't think that you'll find our conversation very appealing to your
senses."

"I wouldn't want to be rude," | said.

"Well, here," Gwedif said. "Here's how we say lonar." A smell erupted from Gwedif like fart
from a dog. "And here's how | say my name." The fart this time came from a larger dog than
the first. My eyes watered.

"Now, keep in mind that there's a couple thousand of us in this ship," Gwedif said.
"l see your point,” | said.
"l thought you might. I'll make arrangements. Look, we're about to dock."

Our cube was coming to rest on the edge of one of the black surfaces, about 100 yards long
and half as wide. Underneath the surface of the cube, the black surface thinned out and
cleared away, leaving what seemed to be an airtight seal around the outside of the cube. The
cube dropped slowly through the seal. As we cleared the skin, | could see that we were
dropping into a cavernous hangar about 100 feet deep. The hangar was dimly lit, and as far as
| could see there weren't any other cubes or anything else that might resemble a ship.

| thought about asking Gwedif about it, but then there was gentle thump and we landed.
Almost instantly the cube began to melt; a circular hole started in the center and became
wider, with the residue sliding down the walls of the cube, which were themselves sliding
away. The Yherajk on the piloting platform slid down the walls a fraction of a second before the
walls dripped away like wax; the platform itself sucked into the wall and disappeared. The
mass of the cube lay in huge mounds on the floor of the hangar; then were suddenly absorbed,
leaving me, the three Yherajk, and the pickup. The whole process took less than a minute.

“Interesting," | said.

"Yup," said Gwedif. "We grow 'em when we need 'em. Making a cube, though, takes slightly
longer than breaking one down."

From a near wall a door appeared and a Yherajk stepped out and approached us. It was
carrying what looked like cotton wads in a tentacle. It came up to Gwedif, touched him briefly,
and presented the cotton wads to me.

| took them. "Do | eat these?"

"l don't think you'd want to," Gwedif said. "Stuff them in your nose instead."
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| did and immediately felt the 'cotton' expand, totally blocking my nasal passages. | suppressed
the urge to sneeze.

The Yherajk who presented me with the wads exited, as did the pilots, after briefly touching
Gwedif.

"Now," Gwedif said, after we were alone. "Oewij, who came with the nose plugs, tells me that
the ship-wide meeting has been arranged at our communion hall, and that our presence is
requested immediately. However, | feel that it is only fair and courteous to allow you some time
to collect yourself or even sleep if you so desire. | know you've haven't had much rest since
we've met. Or, if you'd like, | can arrange for the tour of the ship. It's up to you, really."

“I'm not tired," | said. "I'd love a tour of the ship, though. May | have a tour after the meeting?"
"Of course," Gwedif said.

"Well, then," | said. "Let's go have a meeting."

*kkkk

Gwedif and | entered the lonar through the same door that the other Yherajk disappeared into.
| had to duck to get through the door and then had to hunch down as we walked down several
corridors; the ceiling was about an inch shorter than | was tall. | suppose that this would make
sense: the Yherajk are not exactly tall. These corridors must have seemed roomy to them.

Gwedif sensed my discomfort. "Sorry about this," he said. "l should have gotten us a transport
so that you could sit. But | thought you might want to experience a little of the ship on the way
to the communion room."

“It's all right," | said, looking around. The corridors appeared carved out of the rock of the
asteroid, and didn't have ornamentation of any sort, like the hangar we had just been in. |
mentioned this to Gwedif.

"You're right,” he said. "The Yherajk have never been much for visuals. While we see quite
well by your standards, it's not our primary sense to the world, like it is to you. But the walls
here have scent guides, which function in the same manner. And this isn't to say we have no
artistic impulses. Later on, when we tour the ship, I'll take you to our art gallery. We have some
tivis there which are really quite nice."

"What are 'tivis'?" | asked.
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Gwedif stopped for a second, suddenly enough that | braked myself, reflexively straightening
up and bumping my head in the process. "I'm trying to think if there's a human analogue, and
I'm not coming up with one," Gwedif said. "l guess the closest words in English to what they
are would be 'Smell Paintings,' but that's not quite right, either. Oh, well," he started off again,
"you'll get it when you see them -- or more accurately, smell them." | hurried off after him.

A few more corridors, and then we stopped outside a door. "Here we are," Gwedif said. "Now,
Carl, nearly every Yherajk who is on the ship is in here now. | want to know if you're prepared.”

"l think | can wrap my mind around it," | said.

"I'm not talking about that," Gwedif said. "I just wanted to make sure your nose plugs are
secure. It's pretty stinky in there."

"| feel like my nose is filled with cement,” | said.
"Okay. Let's go in, then." He extended a tendril to the door. At his touch, it opened inward.

Two things struck me immediately as we stepped through. The first was that the Yherajk
tradition of visual monotony continued unabated -- the room consisted of an unadorned dome
over a large circular floor that sloped downward to where a small central dais jutted up
modestly, itself unadorned. On the floor, large clumps of Yherajk assembled here and there,
pretty much like humans do before a meeting gets down to business.

The second thing was that even through my nose plugs, the smell of the room slammed into
me like a rocket in the chest. It was as if someone had fermented an entire horse stable. It was
unbelievably strong. | leaned back against the wall.

"You all right?" Gwedif asked.

"l think I'm getting a buzz from the smell," | said. "And not in a good way."

"It's because everyone's talking at the moment. It'll get better when we start the meeting and
everyone shuts up," he said. "For now, just take deep breaths."

In the middle distance, a Yherajk broke from the clump and approached us. It briefly touched
Gwedif -- | was beginning to think this was their way of greeting or saluting each other -- and
then extended a tendril at me. | looked at Gwedif.

"Carl, this is Uake," Gwedif said. "Uake is the lonar's ientcio -- our leader in both ship's
operations and social interactions. A captain and a priest. He welcomes you and hopes that
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you have had an interesting visit so far. He'd like to shake your hand."

| extended my hand, let Uake's tentacle envelop it, and shook. "Thank you, ientcio. It has been
a very interesting visit, and | thank you for allowing me the honor to make the visit to begin
with." | directed my comments directly to Uake, assuming Gwedif would translate, without
prompting.

He did. "lI've passed the message on and added my own comment that we should start the
meeting soon, before you pass out from the fumes. To you, Uake says that the honor is ours,
that you would visit. To me, he says that if we will accompany him to the dais, we will begin the
meeting and get the rabble under control. Shall we?"

Uake, Gwedif and | walked through the crowd to the dais. As we arrived, three Yherajk also
arrived, carrying a block of something, and set it on the dais.

"l thought you might like to have something to sit on," Gwedif said. "We don't have any chairs,
but this should work just as well." | thanked him and took my seat. Uake took up a position on
the far side of the dais from me, and Gwedif sat between us.

Some signal scent must have gone up, because the Yherajk on the floor broke up their clumps
and encircled the dais, forming concentric rings. The room became noticeably less smelly;
everyone must have shut up.

“The ientcio is about to begin his speech,” Gwedif said. "He has asked me once again to
translate for him so that you will understand what is being said. The translation will not be
exact, I'm afraid -- Uake will be using a lot of High Speech, which we use to quickly pass along
large amounts of information. But I'll be able to give you the gist of it. If you have any
guestions, let me know -- our talking isn't going to disturb the speech." He fell silent for a few
minutes and then started speaking again, starting and stopping as Uake made his statements.

"The ientcio welcomes all to the meeting, with the hope that this moment of our journey finds
them all well and at peace with themselves. He asks us all to look back on that moment, over
seventy years ago now -- your years -- when the first faint signals of intelligence from this
world were picked up by our scientific arrays, and the confusion, turmoil, joy and fear that
those signals, first sound, then picture, brought to our race.

"He asks us also to remember the day when this ship began its journey to this place, our
people's emissary to a people so strange and unlike ourselves. The ship was to serve two
purposes: to learn about those people, to find if they could be communicated with; and if they
could, then to make contact, with the hope of joining our two peoples in friendship and comity.

"The ientcio now recounts the difficulties of the journey -- its length, both in distance and time,
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a number of accidents that diminished the number of the crew and caused damage to the ship,
and the mutiny attempt that resulted in the soul death of Echwar, our first ientcio, and the loss

of a tenth of the crew. This recounting is made to remind us even in this moment of happiness

that we must not lose sight of all that this journey has required of us.

"Now, the ientcio says, our journey comes to the cusp, in which we learn if our efforts form a
memory epic for all Yherajk, to be told to the days when our race is old and the stars red with
age, or if they disappear into darkness. We have made contact with one of the humans, one
who we believe will be wise, and whose actions will determine our path. It is difficult to assign
our fates to the will of one who is not one of us, but that is the way of such encounters as these
-- though we prepare for the moment, the moment itself is not a thing we can control."

Tom, | was dumbfounded by what | was hearing. These creatures had traveled across the
stars, over unimaginable distances. And if what | was hearing was correct, the success or
failure of their trip was being placed into my hands. It was a burden that | didn't want or even
frankly that | understood. | asked Gwedif if what | was comprehending correctly what was
being said.

"Oh, yes," Gwedif said. "your actions in this meeting will determine what happens to us and to
our journey. It's something that we've known for a long time, and something that is
characteristic of the Yherajk -- the surrender of control in the hope that the moment germinates
into something greater. This is that moment.”

"Wait a minute," | said, becoming angry. "I didn't come up here to play God for you. You're
asking me to do something | don't know that | can do. | don't even know what it is that you
want me to do, much less if | can do it. | feel like I've been tricked."

Gwedif sprouted a tentacle and placed it on my hand. "Carl," he said, "you're not being asked
to play God. Your part is about to be explained. If you refuse it, then we go back home, and
our people plan a new way to try to contact your people. That's all. We're not going to launch
our ship into the sun if we fail -- the drama you hear is part of the formal nature of High
Speech. You've been around me enough to know we don't usually talk like that. But we do
need your perspective on this. You know your people like we could never know them. We need
to see through you whether we can make contact with humans here and now. Do you
understand a little better now?"

| nodded.

"All right,” Gwedif said. "The ientcio is speaking to you now. He formally welcomes you to the
lonar, wishes you happiness at this moment in your journey, and presents to you the host of
the ship, the crew of the lonar, and hopes that you will acknowledge them thusly."
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"How do | do that?" | asked.

"Got me," Gwedif said. "No human's ever done it before. Try waving, and I'll wing the
speechifying."

| stood and waved. Two thousand Yherajk sprouted tentacles and waved back.

"l have said that you acknowledge the host of the ship and wish them happiness at this
moment of the journey," Gwedif said. "It's more or less the correct response and doesn't
commit you to anything further. Was that all right?"

"Yes," | said, sitting back down.

"Good," Gwedif said. "Uake is now speaking to you about the journey, and what we have
learned of your people through your radio and television transmissions. What he's saying is
completely untranslatable due to the complexity of the High Speech structures he is using, but
the upshot of it is that while your transmissions point to a rich and fascinating culture, we also
have found them contradictory and confusing at the same time. There is no structure to your
planet's transmissions into space."

"Well, it's television, you know," | said. "It's meant to be understood by humans and not
intended for anyone else. You're just getting the leakage. | do believe that we have a scientific
program that is beaming messages for alien cultures into outer space, but that's the only thing
that's intended for non-human audiences."

"The ientcio wishes to inform you that we have indeed received those messages from SETI
and have found them....amusing is probably the best word. Television is much more
interesting."

It was a good thing Carl Sagan wasn't alive to hear those words. Gwedif continued. "The
ientcio says that we have found that we have been able to learn something of you from
television and radio. Some of us, and | am obviously being referred to here, have learned
English, and have begun to piece together something of a world and cultural history of your
planet.

"But we have become aware that we have been quite unable to make a clear distinction
between what is factual and what is fictional -- what represents your true culture and what
constitutes your imaginings. We understand the distinction, for example, between your news
reports and your entertainment programs. But we lack the context to tell which is the
exaggeration of the other. This is a source of frustration for us -- to the Yherajk, you can at
times seem to be a culture of pathological liars, unable yourselves to tell the difference
between truth and falsity. You can see how that can make us nervous to initiate contact. We
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need someone to help us create a context, so we can separate the truth from the lies and
make an accurate reckoning of the status of your planet.

"This is of specific interest to us as it relates to your planet's tendencies towards the idea of
alien contact. The SETI program implies that your planet is actively seeking contact with other
peoples, but your entertainments show you to be hostile to the idea, full of the fear that the
peoples you encounter will try to subjugate your planet. Moreover, when you do show aliens as
friendly or benevolent, they tend to be humanoid in appearance. When they are hostile or
violent, they tend to appear like us. Obviously, this is very worrying."

"l think you are underestimating the influence of special effects budgets on that particular
guestion," | said.

“The ientcio agrees that this might be the case -- again it comes to a question of context and
knowledge of the culture. He hopes that now you may understand our predicament.

"You are one of the most powerful men in the industry that creates the programs that are
beamed off of your planet, and have become so because of your character and intelligence.
You are in a unique position to help us understand the distinctions between what is real and
what is fanciful, between the things that your planet hopes for and the things that your planet
fears. It is his hope, and he wishes to stress, the hope of every Yherajk on this ship, that you
would be able to help us in our efforts to understand your people, to give us a grounding in the
reality of humanity that only a human can."”

| blinked. "Is that it? You want advice?"

"For starters," Gwedif said.

"Well, of course I'll help you with that any way | can," | said. "But | don't know how much help
that will be. You understand that even humans don't understand humanity most of the time. |
could tell you everything | know, but it would only be my opinion. And it would take years to get
it all down at that."

"The ientcio understands that you are just one man among billions. Nevertheless, of those
billions, you are one whose skills and mind lend themselves most favorably to our needs. As
for taking years to know what you know --" Gwedif stopped for a moment, seemed to collect

himself.

"As for taking years," he continued, "We have another way."

*kkkk
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Tom, did Joshua ever tell you how the Yherajk reproduce? No? Well, I'm not too surprised
about that; it's an immensely personal event. On the cell level, all Yherajk are the same --
massive colonies of asexually reproducing, single-celled organisms. But their experiences are
different and unique to each Yherajk. Think of them as a race of identical twins, sharing the
same genetic information but obviously separate people, divided by their individual
experiences.

When humans learned about genetics, they began arguing whether people are the way they
are due to genetics or environment; what our genes are versus our experiences. With the
Yherajk, this isn't even a debate -- since they're all the same genetically, who they are is all
about experiences. Personality is all.

Yherajk personalities are remarkable things. For example, once they are formed, they can be
transferred. Their personalities don't have to stay in a particular body. That personality and set
of experiences can go from one body to another -- if, for example, that body were dying of
disease or something else of that nature. Yherajk do a much simplified version of this when
they transmit information; a single Yherajk can go off and have a set of experiences, and when
it comes back, it connects with an entire group and 'downloads' its memories to the whole
group. Then all the Yherajk there know what that one knew.

But it requires physical contact and takes a great deal of time. The Yherajk High Speech,
which is an even more simplified version of this, performs the same function by encoding a
concept as an aromatic molecule, which is then set aloft and automatically decoded by the
Yherajk who come in contact with it. It'd be like having an entire memory created in your head
simply by someone saying a word. Fascinating stuff, Tom.

In Yherajk reproduction, the personalities do something else entirely -- they meld with another
personality. The Yherajk join together into one mass, and, rather than simply transferring
information or even a 'soul' from one body to another, the individual souls interact over the
entire mass of their combined body. Some portions of one personality end up being dominant,
and other portions from the other personality end up being dominant.

After those personality traits are figured out, the mass splits into two parts. One of those parts
splits again and becomes the original Yherajk that had melded, with their own personality traits
and memory intact, but physically smaller than they were before. The other part is an entirely
new personality: it has the memories and intellect of its parents, but it comes with a brand new
'soul," if you will, made of the new, melded personality, and it's ready to go -- there's no
childhood, per se, with the Yherajk.

This melding isn't easy -- it requires the Yherajk in question to surrender their will and allow
another entity, another soul, to mingle freely with its own. This other soul surrenders to you
and you to it -- complete communion. But with the ultimate risk: a Yherajk's defenses are down
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-- the other Yherajk, if it has been insincere in the joining, can attack the other's personality
and destroy it, replacing it totally with its own. This is a "soul death," and causing it to happen
Is the worst crime a Yherajk can commit against another Yherajk. A large part of the reluctance
of the Yherajk to speak about their reproduction comes from its potential to change in an
instant from an act of perfect union to one of the ultimate rape.

But it's rare -- far more rare than murder is with us. Most of the time, it is a joyous experience --
and apparently better for them than sex is for us.

The interesting thing is that while nearly all reproductions occur between two Yherajk, there is
no theoretical barrier on having the melding occur between three, four or even more. It's vastly
more complicated, and it takes longer for the personality traits to suss out, but it can be done.
Gwedif told me that one of the great memory epics of the Yherajk involved a exploring colony,
under siege from attackers, who all melded together in the desperate hope of birthing a hero
who could save them from destruction. The colony numbered 400. It worked -- of course.
Otherwise it wouldn't be an epic. For millennia, partially out of respect for the epic, that had
been the record.

The ientcio of the lonar was planning to break that record. He proposed 2000 -- the entire crew
of the lonar. And one human as well.

*kkkk

“I'm not following you," | said to Gwedif, after he translated the ientcio's proposal.

"The ientcio implores you to meld with us," Gwedif said. "Pool your knowledge with ours and
help us birth a new Yherajk -- one that has an intimate understanding of humanity, who can
help us learn, quickly, easily, whether our two people can be joined in friendship. It would be a
great gift -- and you would be remembered not only as our first human friend, but also a
parent, the most important parent, of the greatest Yherajk in our race's long history. As he will
be -- one that two thousand of us have surrendered our wills to create. It is a powerful event."

| looked out into the mass of Yherajk, and got the distinct impression that two thousand of
them were waiting for me to say something. Anything. Tom, | got stage fright. But there was
nowhere to go.

| stalled for time. "I don't know if you noticed this," | said, "But I'm not a Yherajk. | don't meld
very well."

"With your permission, the ientcio says," Gwedif said, "I will act as your conduit."
"What does that mean?" | asked.
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Gwedif paused for a moment. "Aw, hell,” he said at last. "Uake has just sent some High
Speech crap that I'm not even going to try to translate. Carl, what it means is that I'd stick
tendrils into your brain, read your memories, and transmit them to the rest of the crew. Bluntly
speaking, I'll be rooting around your skull, looking for the good stuff."

"It sounds painful,” | said.

"It won't be, | promise," Gwedif said. "But you're going to feel stuffed-up like you wouldn't
believe. Carl, don't misunderstand, I'll be effectively downloading your brain to the group. In the
melding union, there are no secrets -- and the offspring of this melding will know what you
know. We know we're asking a lot of you, more than has been asked of any of us. If you don't
want to do this, then don't."

"What will happen if | say no?" | asked.

"Nothing," Gwedif said. "We would never try to compel you to a melding."

| looked out at the crew. "And every one of you is willing to do this?"

"We are."

"What if one of you tries to take over the rest? Isn't that possible? What would happen to me?"

"You'll be connecting to the group through me," Gwedif said. "If one of us tried to overtake the
entire crew, I'd disconnect before he could overtake you. I'd probably have time." That qualifier
disturbed me, but Gwedif went on. "But I'd say it's highly unlikely that someone will do that. For
one thing, it'd wipe out the entire crew; whoever did it would never get back home. For another
thing -- Carl, this is epic stuff. If this works, this is going down in our history as one of the
defining moments of our people. We'll be famous forever. Believe me, none of us wants to be
the one that screws that up."

"Will I be able to read all your crew's thoughts?" | asked.

"No," Gwedif said. "I'm going to be translating your thoughts -- | won't have time to translate
the other way. You'll experience all our thoughts, they just won't make a lick of sense. It will be
the weirdest trip you'll ever take, my friend."

"Well," | said, "When you put it that way, how can | refuse?"

“Then you'll do it?" Gwedif asked.
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"If you will be my conduit, Gwedif, I'll be honored. Translate that exactly to your ientcio," | said.

Gwedif apparently did -- the room became filled with the odor of distilled dumpster juice. |
asked Gwedif what was going on.

“The crew is applauding, Carl," Gwedif said. "They're relieved and happy. They didn't just
spend half of their lives traveling here for nothing. I lied a little to you, Carl -- if you hadn't
accepted, it would have been a crushing disappointment for us all. But | didn't want to burden
you with that sort of guilt. Sorry to be sneaky."

“That's all right, " | said. "I don't mind. It'll help me to recognize your thoughts during the
melding -- I'll look for the sneaky ones."

"I won't be able to meld myself," Gwedif said. "I have to manage your thoughts. That requires
me to remain fully alert during the whole thing. In fact, of all the crew, I'll be the only one that
won't be melding."

| was dismayed. "I'm very sorry, Gwedif," | said. "If | had known, I'd have asked for someone
else to act as the conduit. | don't want you not be part of it."

"My friend," Gwedif said. "Please. | am honored that you have chosen me as your conduit,
more than you know. In doing so, you have allowed me to be the only one truly conscious
during the melding -- the only one who will see the event as it happens. When this story
becomes our memory epic, the eyes that it will be seen through are mine."

Gwedif sprouted a tendril and waved it at the crew. "This crew will be in the memory epic. But |
will write it -- and thus | will live forever through it, the Homer of this, my people's greatest
Odyssey. You have given me a great gift, Carl, and for it, | cannot thank you enough, you, my
friend, my great and true friend."

"Well," | said. "You're welcome, then."

"Great," Gwedif said. He sprouted another tendril, and wiggled both of them at me. "Now, you
have to take out those plugs -- I've got to stick these up your nose."

"You're kidding," | said.

“Not at all," he said. "This might sting a little."

*kkkk
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| won't try to describe the melding, Tom, except to say -- try to remember the most vivid, wild,
erotic dream you have ever had. Now try to imagine it entirely as a clutch of smells, colliding,
sliding, fading into each other. Now imagine it going on for a lifetime. That's what it felt like.

| woke up, still on the dais, with three Yherajk around me. | asked for Gwedif. The one to my
right waved a tentacle.

"Did it work?" | asked.

"It did," Gwedif said, and motioned to the Yherajk near my feet. "Carl, please meet the progeny
of 2000 Yherajk -- and one human."

"Hello," | said to the Yherajk.
"Hi, pop," he said.

“The ientcio" -- Gwedif indicated the final Yherajk -- "wishes to thank you once again for your
great help and understanding, and assures you that you will undoubtedly become one of the
great heroes of our race, something which | can tell you is already taken care of."

"Thank him, and thank you," | said to Gwedif.

"No problem," Gwedif said. "The ientcio also wishes you to know that the honor of naming this
newborn Yherajk belongs to you, as the Initiating Parent."

"Thanks, but it was Uake's idea," | said. "l can't claim credit."”

"Sure," Gwedif said, "but your acceptance of the proposal in this case has been agreed by all
the parents to be the initiating act. So it's back to you. However, the ientcio, anticipating your
reluctance, does indeed have a name picked out, which will be given to the newborn if you
agree."

"What is it?" | asked.

"We wanted a name that reflected the importance of this Yherajk to us, and hopefully his

eventual importance to your own people, one that was immediately recognizable. What do you
think of 'Jesus'?"

| laughed unintentionally.

"See," The Yherajk Who Would Be Jesus said. "l told them it wasn't going to fly. But what do |
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know? I'm a newborn." The sarcasm in his statement was unmistakable.

"It would be a very bad idea," | said. "About half the folks on the planet would get very touchy
about it."

"Nuts," Gwedif said. "Can you give us something else?"

| could. 'Jesus,' is the Latinized version of 'Joshua,' -- a name that's still in use, of course, and
without the same religious overtones. It was also the name of my father, and, incidentally, of
the baby that Sarah was carrying when she died -- we found out it was a boy the month before.
Elise and | aren't planning to have children, Tom. So this Yherajk, which was only the smallest
fraction of me, and only of my thoughts at that, was nevertheless the only 'child' | was likely to
have. The name 'Joshua’ had long been with me, and | was happy to finally give it a new
home. Joshua was happy with it, too. Of course he would be -- he would know what it means
to me.

After | had named Joshua, Uake excused himself to attend to ship's duties. As we shook
‘hands’, | managed a glance at my watch. It was 11:30 in the morning.

"Uh-oh," | said. "l have to go."
"You haven't had a tour of the ship," Gwedif said.
"Don't bother," Joshua said. "These people just do not know how to decorate."

"I'd love to, but I'm late," | said. "l already missed a day yesterday. By now my assistant
Marcella has called my house looking for me. If | don't show up at the office today, she's going
to file a missing person's report.”

"Well, there's a problem," Gwedif said. "It's daytime now. We can't really risk being seen doing
a drop.”

"So don't do a drop," Joshua said. "Make it a one way trip."

"We could do that," Gwedif said. "But there's a problem with that, too."

"What's that?" | asked.

"It depends," Joshua said. "How well can you control your sphincter muscles?"

Gwedif explained it as we headed to the hangar. They could build an unmanned cube the size
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of the pickup, launch it, and have it land near where we had departed. But, as with the 'meteor
and the black cube, it would have to arrive full-speed to avoid being picked up on radar for any
length of time. Another thing: the cube would have to be transparent.

"Why?" | asked.

"Black cubes in the daytime sky are suspicious," Gwedif said. "Red Datsun pickups in the
daytime sky are merely unbelievable. Even if someone saw it, no one would know what to
think of it. And that's not a bad thing."

"Good thing you haven't had anything to eat in a while," Joshua said.

A few minutes later, as | prepared to get behind the wheel of my pickup, | said my good-byes
to Gwedif and Joshua. | asked Gwedif when or if | would see him again.

"Probably not for a while," Gwedif said. "When we send someone again, it will be Joshua. But
even he will stay here for a few months, to benefit us with your knowledge -- now his -- as to
how to approach humanity. We probably won't see each other until the day our race makes its
debut. But I look forward to that day, Carl. | will be happy when it arrives. We'll finally take that
stroll through the tivis gallery."

"l can't wait," | said, and then turned to Joshua. "l look forward to seeing you again, then."
"Thanks, pop," Joshua said. "It'll be soon. Get a better car by then."

Posted by john at 11:.09 PM

Chapter Eleven
Carl looked at hiswatch. "Damn," he said. "l've missed my 4:00."

"The Call of the Damned premiere was four months ago, Carl," | said. "What have they been doing
between now and then?"

"Grilling Joshua, I'd imagine," Carl said. "Remember, he's got my memories -- it's better than having me
there, redlly, since | don't know that 1'd be up for adaily brain-sucking. It's with Joshua that the Y hergjk
came up with the idea of using usto be their agents."

"I don't get that," | said. "If they have all your knowledge, | don't see why they would need you or me to
do anything for them."
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"Well, they are still gelatinous cubes," Carl said, "which does limit their ability to blend. But | think
there's something else to it. | think they have a plan already, but they wanted to see what |, and now you,
would come up with. For them, It's not simply a matter of the most efficient way of doing something,
otherwise Joshua would be addressing the UN right now. But there's that notion the Y hergjk have of
surrendering to the crucial moment, burned right down into their reproductive strategies. | think that
once again, they're surrendering the moment to us -- they're saying, here, we trust you to take this, the
most important moment in the history of both our races, and make it work."

"That's alot of trust," | said.

"Yes, well, frankly it's also annoying," Carl said. "I'm not saying that we should refuse the
responsibility, not at all. But we're carrying the entire load -- if it gets messed up, the failure is entirely
on our shoulders. All the pressure is on us. On you, actually, Tom, since | foisted it on you. Have you,
since we started this, really thought on what we're doing here?"

"I'vetried to avoid doing that," | said. "It just makes me sort of dizzy. | try to concentrate on the smaller
things, like hoping that Joshua will turn up sometime today."

"That's probably the right attitude to have,” Carl said. "Now, | think about it quite a bit. It's monumental
and exhilarating -- and | wish it were already done with."

"It's going to work out fine, Carl. Don't worry about it," | said. | was taken aback by Carl's comment -- it
didn't sound like the Carl Lupo we al knew and feared.

Carl must have realized it, because he sudden gave awolflike grin, true to his name. "l can tell you these
things, Tom, because we're both in on the biggest secret anyone's ever had -- no one else would believe
me. Or you. Who else are we going to tell these things to?"

"That's funny,” | said. "Joshua once said the very same thing."

"Like father, like son," Carl said, and stood up. "Now, come on, Tom. We have to head back. | can't
keep Rupert Murdoch waiting much longer. He gets testy when he's stood up.”

*kkkk*%k

"Three and a half hours for lunch?' Miranda said, as she followed me into the office. "Even by
Hollywood standards, that's a little extravagant. Y our boss would kill you, if it weren't for the fact you
had lunch with him."

"Sorry, mom," | said. "I'll do al of my homework before | go out tonight."
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"Don't get fresh," Miranda said, "or you'll get no dessert. Would you like to hear your messages, or do
you want to give me more lip?'

"Oh, I'd like messages, pretty please,” | said, sitting.

"That's better,” Miranda said. "Y ou have six, count them, six messages from Jim Van Doren. In one two
hour-period before your lunch. | think that qualifies as stalking by Californialaw."

"I should be so lucky," | said. "What does he want?'

"Didn't say. Didn't sound particularly happy, however. | suspect if he hasn't been raked over the coals by
his editors at The Biz, he may be in the process of being torched right now. Carl called me this morning
to get some information on the mentor program of yours. He mentioned that he was planning to rip Van
Doren and The Biz new assholes in the Times. Not promising for either of them, if you ask me."

"God," | said. "That's just going to make them both more annoying. Anyone else?’

"Michelle called. She's apparently having some sort of difficulty with the Earth Resurrected folks. She
said something about a latex mask. It didn't make much sense to me. She also said that Ellen Merlow is
definitely out of Hard Memories, and that she now felt she was up to the role, because she read 'l ceman
in Jerusalem’." Miranda looked up at me, confused. " She can't possibly mean Eichmann in Jerusalem.”

"Give her abreak, Miranda," | said. "She got two-thirds of thetitle."

Miranda snorted. "Y eah, well, and | bet she's averaging that for the rest of the words, too. Anyway, shelll
be calling back later. Last message, from your mysterious friend Joshua. He says he's fine now, and not
to call, he's busy at the moment but he'll be there when you get there, whatever that means. Dealing with
shady characters again, Tom?"

"You havenoidea,”" | said. Why wasn't | supposed to call? Despite Joshua's reassurance, | was worried.
| fought the urge to grab the phone right off. | decided to think about another entirely futile task instead.
"Miranda, could you get Roland Lanois on the horn for me?"

"Absolutely. Who is he?"

"Miranda," | said, pretending shock. "Y ou're so low class. He's the director and producer of the
Academy Award-nominated motion picture The Green Fields, and also of the upcoming Hard
Memories. His production company is on the Paramount lot, | believe."

"What?' Miranda said. "Tom, you can't be serious. You're not really going to try to get Michelle that
part."
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"Why not?' | said. "It's not totally outside the realm of possibility that she could get the role, you know."

Mirandarolled her eyes and looked up, with upturned palms. "Take me now, Jesus. | don't want to live
here no more.”

"Oh, stop it, and get Roland for me."

"Tom, the gods of common decency implore me to stop you from making this call."
"There'saten percent raisein it for you if you get Roland on the phone for me, right now."
Miranda blinked. "Really?"

"Got it approved by Carl at lunch. So you have a choice. Common decency or araise. Your call."
"WEéll, I've done my part for humanity for today," Mirandasaid. "Timeto cashin."

"That'swhat | love about you, Miranda," | said. "Y our firm bedrock of moral values."

Miranda did alittle step as she exited the office. | smiled. Then | grabbed the phone and made a quick
call to Joshua's cel phone.

No answer.

*kkkk*%x

Roland was in a meeting but his assistant said that he'd be happy to chat if | wouldn't mind dropping by
the officesin an hour. "Roland hates talking business over the phone," the assistant said. "He says he
likes to have people within stabbing distance." It was aready past 4:30; if | was going to make it to the
Paramount lot in an hour, 1'd have to leave at that moment. | |eft instructions with Mirandato call me
immediately if Joshua called, and then headed out.

About halfway there, on Melrose, | realized that | was actually being tailed. A white Escort three cars
behind me remained three cars behind me constantly; whenever one of the cars between us changed
lanes, the Escort would swerve dangeroudly into another lane, let another car pass, and then swerve
dangerously back into the lane, properly spaced. The constant honking that these maneuvers caused
were what brought the car to my attention in the first place. In away it was arelief -- if it had been the
Government or Mafia hit men, they wouldn't have been so inept.

| was coming up at alight; | purposely slowed down to miss the yellow -- the first time that | could
recall ever doing that -- and when the light turned red | took the car out of gear, set the parking brake,
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popped the trunk, switched on my hazard lights and got out of the car. | reached into the trunk just as the
driver behind me, in arusted-out Monte Carlo, started yelling at me in Spanish. He stopped when he
realized | pulled out an aluminum softball bat, left over from last season.

The guy in the white Escort didn't even see me coming; as | walked down the road, he was furtively
talking into a cellular phone. The guy's white, pudgy features became recognizable as | got closer. It was
Van Doren, of course.

| stopped at the driver-side window, flipped the bat around so | was holding the thick end, and rapped
hard on the window with the handle end. VVan Doren jumped at the noise and looked around, confused. It
took him about five seconds to realize exactly who it was banging at his door. He spent another three
seconds trying to figure out how to make a break for it before he realized he was boxed in. Finaly, he
smiled sheepishly and rolled down the window.

"Tom," he said, "isn't thisa small world."
"Get out of your car, Jm," | said.
Van Doren's eyes made a beeline for the bat. "Why?"

"Aslong as you're following me, you're a danger to other motorists,” | said. "l can't have anyone's death
but yours on my conscience."

"I think I'll stay in my car," Van Doren said.

“Jm," | said, "If you don't get out of the car in exactly three seconds, I'm going to take this bat to your
windshield."

"Y ou wouldn't dare," Van Doren said. "Y ou've got awhole street full of witnesses."

"ThisisLA, Jm," | said. "No one's going to whip out a camcorder unless I'm wearing a badge. One.
Two."

Van Doren hastily opened his door and undid his seat belt.
"All right," | said, once he had gotten out of his car. "Let's go. We'll take my car."
"What about my car?' Van Doren said. "l can't just leave it here."

"Sureyou can," | said. "The police will come by any minute now to pick it up.”
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"Please," Van Doren said. "l can't. It'sacompany car."

"Should've thought of that earlier. Come on, Jim. Lesstalk. More walk. The light's changed already."” |
nudged him with my bat. He went. We got in my car and made it through the tail end of the next yellow,
thus restoring my traffic karmic balance.

Van Doren watched as his Escort faded in the distance. "I want you know, this qualifies as kidnapping,"
he said.

"What are you talking about," | said. "There | was, at alight, minding my own business, when you open
my passenger side door and plop yourself into my car. Y ou started asking me harassing questions. A real
paininthe ass. But, of course, you've done this before. Y ou left six messages at office just today, in fact.
I'm driving you around just to humor you. After all, you are acting erratic. If anyone'sin danger here,
Jm, it'sme."

"Y ou're forgetting the witnesses again,” Van Doren said.

"Oh, come on," | said, getting into aleft turn lane. "Anyone who was there has now gotten out from
behind your car and driven off into the sunset. The only thing anyone's going to seeis a deserted car in
the middle of amgjor traffic artery. If | were you, Jim, I'd start making up a cover story right about now.
Normally, I'd suggest saying you were carjacked, but no one's going to believe that. Y ou were driving an
Escort.”

Van Doren stared at me for afew seconds, then buckled himself in, almost as an afterthought. "I think |
was right," he said. "Y ou are completely off your rocker."

| sighed and turned north. "No, Jim, but | amtired of you. Y our story about me was atissue of lies from
start to finish. It caused two of my most important clients to bolt. There's not asingle thing in it that's
true, and you caused my career alot of damage. | could probably sue you and The Biz for libel and get
away withit."

"Y ou'd have a hard time proving malice," Jim said.

"I don't think so," | said. "After all, you did come looking to profile me, and then, after | refused, this
thing came out. Given the amount of utter bullshit that floats to the surface of your magazine each week,
| think a good lawyer could probably convince ajury you were gunning for me. Bet our lawyers are
better than your lawyers."

"Why are you threatening me?'

"Simple. | want you to leave me alone. | haven't ever done anything to you, or anything other than try to
be the best agent for my clients. | don't use crack cocaine. | don't have sex with little boys. | don't cut up
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animals for fun. There's no story, Jm. Just leave me alone.”

"WEell, there's one problem here, Tom," Van Doren said. "l don't believe you. Maybe you're not losing it,
though | doubt that at the moment. But you are up to something, and something weird." He held up a
hand and started ticking off points. "First, my boss got a phone call from the Times this morning about
your 'mentor program.' They say Carl Lupo said that this program has been in place for awhile. But |
know for afact that thisisn't the case -- my guy inside your company told me so."

"Thiswouldn't be the same 'inside guy' who used your story to snake one of my clients, would it?"'

"I don't know anything about that,” Jim said. "Though | have heard you broke another agent's nose the
other day."

"It's not broken," | said. "Merely bruised.”

"Second,” Van Doren continued, "you had lunch with Carl Lupo today for over three hours. Three hours,
Tom. The last time Carl Lupo did lunch for three hours, he joined Century Pictures as their president.
Something is definitely up between the two of you."

"Y ou watched us for three hours, having lunch?' | said. "Jim, you need to get alife."

Van Doren cracked asmile. "Thismay be so. Or maybe | have alife, chasing the biggest story in
Hollywood, one that will actually get me away from writing lousy little pieces about agents that no one
really cares about. Y ou could just make it easy for me and tell me what it is, and then I'll leave you
alone."

"Fine," | said. "Carl and | are laying the groundwork for an encounter between humans and space aliens.
He even went up to their ship. I've got one of them boarding with me at home. His best friend isadog.”

"Uh-huh," Van Doren said. "I'm buying that one. A spaceship. Was Elvis there with Jim Morrison and
Tupac Shakur?"

"Of course not,” | said. "That'sjust plain silly."

"Right. | don't mind if you don't tell me, Tom," Van Doren said. "Just don't expect me not to follow it
up. Something's going on and I'm going to find it out. | work for a shitty magazine, but I'm not a shitty
journalist. I'm actually good at what | do, whatever you might think."

"If you're so good, how come you did such abad job of tailing me just now?"

"Oh, that," Van Doren said, smiling again "I'm just areally bad driver."
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| pulled over. Van Doren looked around. "Where are we?"
"The place where you get out of my car," | said.
"You're just going to leave me here?' he asked.
"Well, you didn't think 1'd actually take you where | was going, did you?' | said.

"Man,"” Van Doren said. "You're just plain evil." He got out of the car, then turned around and held onto
the door for aminute. "By the way, Tom. There are no sulfur spas around here. And your father is dead
and your mother livesin Arizona, which would have made having dinner with them difficult in one case
and impossible in the other. If there's no story here, why did you start lying to me from the beginning?"

| didn't answer. He closed the door, put his hands in his pockets, and walked away.

*kkkk*%k

Roland Lanois poked his head out of his office. "Sorry, Tom," he said, "I ran alittle late on that |ast one
and | had to finish up some paperwork."

"No problem," | said. "l was running late myself. | had to drop someone off."
"Well, then," Roland said, opening his office door. "We're both forgiven. Come into the sanctum, Tom."

Roland Lanois, Montreal born, Eton and Oxford-educated, was cultured, sophisticated, witty, had great
taste and an industry-wide reputation for being the most polite producer in the business. Most people
who met him assumed he was gay. In fact, he cut a swath through his leading ladies like a harvester
through awheat field. Hollywood folks just aren't used to heterosexual men having any sort of culture.

"Can | get you anything, Tom?' Roland said. "A drink? | was just sent avery nice 18-year old Glenlivet
from Ellen Merlow's people. I'd be honored if you'd help me break it in."

"Thanks," | said, settling on Roland's couch. "Neat, please. With atouch of water, if you would."

"Ah," Roland said, cracking open the bottle. "A man of refinement. | have some Evian that should do the
job. Idedlly, of course, you'd have a bit of the water that the scotch is made from, but we must make do.
Anyway, most people in this town put ice in their scotch. Savage, really.” Roland poured the scotch.

"Why did Ellen's people send you the scotch?' | asked.

"Oh, come now, Tom," Roland said, glancing over with aslight smile. "Y ou wouldn't be here if you
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didn't already know that Ellen's dropped out of Hard Memories. It appears she's going to be taking on a
more regular -- and lucrative -- gig on television." Roland said television like it hurt his teeth to form the
word.

"I hope you know | am sorry to hear about that. She would have been great for the role.”

"Yes, indeed," Roland has gotten out the Evian and was delicately administering a drop to both our
glasses, "she was perfect. Brilliant actress of course, the right age, and she appeal s to the core audience
we were going for. But she's going through that divorce of hers, and it doesn't ook like her pre-nuptial is
going to withstand scrutiny. She's worried about whether her post-nuptial worth is going to allow her to
maintain her lifestyle choices. A working horse farm apparently takes more money than you or | would
suspect.”

Roland handed me the scotch and took a seat in the other side of the couch. "And as you know, we're not
working with avery large budget for Hard Memories. So she's jumping ship to play a suburban mother
whose butler is an aien. $250,000 an episode. NBC has committed to a 44-episode buy. She keeps her
horse farm, and I'm left with my project's arse hanging in the wind. Cheers." Roland reached over to
clink his glass. We sipped.

"Damn, that's good scotch,” | said.

"Yes, quite good," Roland said. "Which iswhy it was sent along to soften the blow. Oddly enough, it
came along with a Hickory Farm sausage assortment. Strange, isn't it? | suspect they have a new
assistant over there who's not quite used to how these things work. At least it didn't come with one of
those fruit baskets with aballoon and a stuffed animal. | think | might have killed myself."

"Balloons aren't that bad,” | said.

"No, it would be the stuffed animal that would send me over the edge,” Roland said. "Now, Tom. Y ou
didn't come over to commiserate with me over my project, though you have been very gracious to do so
to this point. What's on your mind?"

"Well, I'll get rightto it,” | said. "l have aclient who is very interested in pursuing the role Ellen
Merlow's vacated in Hard Memories. Michelle Beck."

"Oh, yes, right," Roland said. "She's been calling here nearly every day, following up on it. Become
quite good friends with my assistant Rajiv, in fact, up to the point where the poor lad is practically
falling over himself to tell her all the things that are supposed to be production secrets. Really a problem,
but you're aware of the effect someone like Miss Beck will have on young males. He's probably
impressing the hell out of hisold friends from university. | haven't the will to fire him for it."

"Y ou're agood man, Roland Lanois," | said.
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"Thank you, Tom. | don't hear that nearly enough." We clinked glasses again, and then Roland sat back,
hand to his chin. He looked as if he was considering something weighty, and actually had the intellectual
wherewithal to do it. "Tell me, Tom. What do you think of Michelle Beck for the part?"

"I guess that dependsif you're asking me as an agent or as alover of film," | said.

"Redlly," Roland said, an amused glint in hiseye. "I'd like to hear the agent response first."

"She'd be great,” | said. "She's hot, she's adraw, she'll absolutely guarantee you a $15 million opening
weekend plus strong foreign openings.”

"And as alover of film?"'
"Y ou'd have to be out of your mind to give her therole," | said.

"Well," Roland said, sounding impressed. "That's something you're not going to hear out of the mouth of
every agent."

| shrugged. "I'm not telling you anything you don't already know," | said. "And I'd look like anidiot if |
said anything else.”

"What | find interesting,” Roland said, "is that you think 1'd be mad to give her the role, and yet here you
are, about to ask me to do just that. It's a near-Orwellian example of doublethink. I'm fascinated to hear
how you are going to reconcile the two."

"There's no need for reconciliation," | said. "I think she'd probably be no good for the role. I'll be honest
about that. But -- and here's something you're not going to hear an agent say much of, either -- | could be
wrong, and wrong in abig way. | can name you any number of actors and actresses that no one
suspected would be able to take on arole, who have turned around and made it work. Sally Field was
Gidget for years. Now she's got two Oscars. Hell, Ellen Merlow'sfirst film role was a straight-to-video
horror flick."

"l didn't know that," Roland said.
"Blood City I11: The Awakening," | said. "It also features Ellen's first and currently only nude scene."
"Redlly. I'll have to find that."

"Now Ellen hastwo Oscars aswell. My point hereis, just because | think Michelleiswrong for the part,
doesn't mean sheis."
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"All right, point noted,” Roland said. "But there is the complication of Miss Beck not being the right age
or, let's put this delicately as possible, having the right amount of intellectual stamina.”

"We have 40 year old actresses who move heaven and earth to make themselves ook 25," | said. "I think
we have the cosmetic technology to go the other direction as well. We might have to reel back the age of
the character half a decade or so, but that's not going to make areal impact on the thrust of the story. As
for the intellectual end, it may surprise you to know that Michelle has recently been reading Hannah
Arendt."

"It does surprise me," Roland said.

"She and my assistant Miranda were discussing the book just this afternoon,” | said. | left out the part
about Michelle mangling the title of the book.

Roland put his arm on the top of the couch and sipped his scotch, thoughtfully. Then he shook his head.
"I'm sorry, Tom," he said. "But | just have avery hard time seeing any way that Michelle Beck could
work thisrole. I wouldn't want to giveit to her, just to have it be afiasco for both her and me. Y ou can
see the position I'm in."

"I'm not asking you to give her therole," | said. "All I'm asking is that you give her areading. If she
flubsit, fine. But she'll know she had a shot at it. She'll know | made the effort for it. Knowing Michelle,
it'll make her work harder for the next thing that she does. And again: we could both be wrong about
this. It couldn't hurt to cover the bases. Roland, what's the status of the movie right now?"

"It's been pushed back, of course," Roland said. "We were in the process of hiring crew and now we've
had to let them all off. It's damned inconvenient -- I'm going to lose Januz, my cinematographer, to
another project. Some child's film. About primates." He grimaced. "Those things never do well. | don't
know what he's thinking."

"Do you have any other actresses lined up?"

"Not any of the really good ones," Roland said. "Once we selected Ellen, they all went off to other
commitments. The earliest we'll have any of our A-list choices open is nine months from now. We have
some B-listers who could do it, but thisisn't the sort of film that will succeed without an established
name."

"Wéll, then,” | said. "Y ou've got nothing to lose."

Roland did his thoughtful thing again. "Even if Michelle confounded our expectations," he said. "I don't
see how we could afford her. You know that the studios don't throw any sort of money at al to these
things."
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Inwardly, | did avictory dance. When a producer starts talking about money, it means he's cleared off
any philosophical problems he might have with your client. We were now moving through the final
steps of the dance. Outwardly, of course, | showed no change in emotion. "Michelle's not looking to do
this picture for the paycheck," | said. "l think that, should she confound us, we could come to an
accommaodation concerning salary."

One more minute of the thoughtful thing. "All right, fine," Roland said. "I don't suppose it could hurt to
give her alook. And if, God forbid, she pans out and we get this production on track, all the better. To
tell you the truth, Tom, | was thinking of abandoning Hard Memories atogether for another project,
which is actually along the same lines -- Holocaust drama, that is."

“Redlly,” | said.

"Yes. Well," Roland ducked his head in what | suspected was his version of a shrug, "it's not really a
project yet. It'sjust a script -- came into our slush pile by astudent at NY U, but it's marvelous. It's about
a Polish poet, a Catholic, who is put in a Nazi concentration camp for helping Jews during World War
[."

"Krysztof Kordus?' | asked.

Roland looked surprised. "Y es, right, that's the man. Again, Tom, I'm impressed. Most peoplein this
business don't know about anything they didn't read in Variety. Anyway, this script is brilliant, really
moving. They did athing on this Kordus fellow a couple decades back on television,” -- again, the word
was almost spat -- "but this script is far beyond what they did with that. The problem now, of course, is
getting clearance to use the man's works in the film. I'm going to have Rgjiv chase down who'sin charge
of Kordus literary estate, and see what we can come up with. Probably will charge us an arm and aleg
for clearance. That's the way these things work."

"Y ou don't have to have Rajiv track anything down," | said. "I can tell you who administers Krysztof's
literary estate. Y ou're looking at him."

Roland slipped his arm off the couch and leaned forward. "Get out," he said. "Y ou can't be serious."

"I am," | said. "My father was Krysztof's agent. When Krysztof died, he named my father administrator
of hisliterary estate. When my father died, | inherited the role. | tried to place Krysztof's estate with a
real literary agent, but hisfamily asked me to continue on. They wanted to keep it in the family, asit
were. | couldn't very well say no, so | stayed with it. It's really not very difficult, since the deals for his
books are already in place. All | dois sign off on the current arrangements and mail his daughter a check
every three months."

"Tom," Roland said. "I am so very glad you dropped by. Hold on a moment, and I'll get you the script

file:///K |/eMule/lncoming/John%20Scal zi %20-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (114 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:47



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

for this project. Read it and let's talk."
"Two scripts, if you don't mind," | said. "Remember why | came here in the first place.”

"But of course," Roland said. "By all means, let's set up the screen test. Will aweek from today be
good? Say, noon?"

"That would be just fine."

"Brilliant," Roland said, and got up. "Don't go anywhere. I'll be back in aflash." he went out to get the
scripts from his assistant. | finished my scotch. It was very good scotch.

*kkkk*%k

| called Michelle with the good news as soon as | got home. She squealed like a happy pig, which in my
mind didn't bode well for her chances for therole.

"Thank you, Tom, thank you, thank you, thank you!" she said. "I'm so happy! | can't believe it!"
"Settle down, Michelle," | said, not unkindly. "All you're getting at this point isareading. Y ou haven't

got the film yet. You could go in only to find out they hate you." This was my subtle way of getting her
ready for the disappointment.

It wasn't working. "Oh, | don't care,” she said. "I'm ready. |'ve been doing my reading. They're going to
be surprised. You'll see. You'll be there, right, Tom?"

"Uh...," | said. "Oh, what the hey. I'll be there."
"Tom, | could just kissyou," Michelle said.

"Let's not try to ruin our client-agent relationship,” | said. Michelle giggled. | cringed inwardly and
changed the subject. "Mirandatells me you called earlier with a problem with the Earth Resurrected
folks. Something about a latex mask?"

"Oh, that," Michelle said. "Tom, they want to pour latex on my head so they can make a stand-in
dummy, or something. | don't want to do it."

"Michelle, it's not that bad. They have to make those masks so they can get shots of your head doing
thingsit doesn't normally do, like having veins pop out or your eyes explode. Things like that. All the
great action stars have to have them made. Arnold Schwarzenegger has done it. Really, you're not an
action star until you have one made."
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"But they pour goo on your head, and then you sit there for hours." Michelle said. "How do you breathe
through that?"'

"As | understand it, they stick straws up your nose," | said.
“"No way," Michelle said.

There was a scratching at the back door. | looked over and saw Ralph the retriever standing on the other
side of the door.

"Michelle, hold on asecond, | haveto let my dogin,” | said.

"Tom, | can't do the latex mask thing," Michelle said. "I don't want strawsin my nose. What if | have a
cold? What if they fall out? How am | going to breathe?"'

"Michelle, let mejust, oh, just hold on asec.” | placed the phone down, ran over the door and dlid it
open. | ran back to the phone. Ralph walked through the door.

"Michelle, you still there?' | asked.

"I'm not going to do it, Tom," she said again. "I'm claustrophobic. | can't even put a blanket over my
head without freaking out. | don't careif they fire me or not."

"Don't say that,” | said. "Listen, when are you supposed to have your mask made?"
"A week from today," she said. "3 in the afternoon. | have to go to Pomona."
"Damn,” | said. "That's the same day as your reading."

"WEéll, then," Michelle said. "l can't get the mask made."

Ralph walked over to me and sat. | started knuckling his head, absently. "How about this," | said. "I'll go
with you to both. I'll pick you up, we'll go to the reading. Once the reading is done, we'll go to have the
mask made, and I'll make sure the straws stay in place. Okay?"

"Tom...," Michelle began.
"Come on, Michelle" | said. "Well go to Mondo Chicken afterwards. I'm buying."

"Oh, dl right," Michelle said. "Y ou aways know the right thing to say, Tom."
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"That'swhy you love me, Michelle," | said. | hung up, set the phone down, and knelt down to rub
Ralph's ears and coat.

"Hey, there, Ralph,” | said, in the goo-goo voice you use with dogs,."Where's your little friend Joshua?
Yeah? Your little friend? The one that I'm gonnakill for heading off into the woods when | told him not
to go? Huh? Where is the little bastard, Ralphie?"

"Why the hell are you asking me?* Ralph said. "I'm just adog."

| screamed for areally long time.

Posted by john at 11:11 PM

Chapter Twelve

"Eeyow," Ralph said, after | stopped hollering. "That hurt. | would have been happy with asimple
"Welcome back."™

"Joshua?' | asked.
"Of course," Ralph/Joshua said. "But I'm also Ralph now, too. Ralphua. Joshualph. Take your pick."
"Joshua," | said, "What have you done?

"Tom, snap out of it," Joshua said, irritably. "It's obvious what I've done. Look, I'm adog!" Joshua
barked. "Convinced? Or do you want me to hump your leg?

| know what you are,” | said. "Now | want to know why you did it. | thought you liked Ralph. | thought
he was your friend, Joshua. And now look what you've done.” | gesticulated, looking for the right words.
None came. | used the next best. "Y ou ate him, Joshua! "

Joshua laughed, which sounded unbelievably bizarre coming from adog. "I'm sorry, Tom," he said,
finally. "Now | know what you're getting at. Y ou make it sound like | was waiting for the right moment
to body-snatch Ralph. It didn't happen that way. | told you before that the Y hergik don't do that sort of
thing. Tom, Ralph was dying. And this was the only way to save him."

"] don't understand," | said.

"WEéll, if you promise not to yell at me anymore, I'll tell you. All right?"
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"All right," | said.
"Good," Joshua said. Let's go into the living room. Could you do me the favor of getting me a beer?"
"What?'

"A beer, Tom. You know. A brew. Oat soda. Suds. | don't have any tendrils to open things with
anymore. And just because I'm a dog doesn't mean | couldn't use adrink every now and then. I'll meet
you in the living room." He padded out. | went to get him a beer, abowl to drink it out of, and a couple
of aspirin for myself, and then joined him in the living room, taking a seat in my lounger.

| downed the aspirin, took a slug of the beer to chase them down, and put the rest of it in the bowl.
Joshua lapped it up. | reached over to pet him, but then | stopped. It didn't seem appropriate anymore.
Y ou don't pet thinking things.

"That's better," Joshua said. "Thanks, Tom."
"You're welcome," | said. "Now, what happened out there?*

"Ralph had a heart attack," Joshua said, and | watched his mouth as he spoke. His mouth hung open as
the words came out -- it was like he had swallowed aradio. "We were a couple of milesfrom here,

going up a hillside. Ralph had been fine up until then. But on the way up the hill, | heard him give alittle
whimper. | looked back and he had collapsed. | went back to seeif there was anything wrong, but |

didn't see any cuts or bone breaks. So that's when | entered his brain, and found out he had a heart
attack."

"How could you tell?"

"I could read where he was feeling pain,” Joshua said. "His whole chest felt like it was being squeezed.
Ralph was confused, of course; he'sjust adog, after all. He didn't know what was going on."

"Why didn't you call methen?' | asked. "I would have come back and taken Ralph to the vet."

"Think about it, Tom," Joshua said. "Y ou were in Venice Beach at the time, remember? By the time you
got back here and hiked out to where we were, Ralph would have been long gone. And even if you had
got back in time and had taken him to a vet, the vet would've just told you there was nothing to be done.
And besides, he's not really your dog. Y ou couldn't have done anything."

That stung. Joshua must have picked up on it. "I don't mean to imply that you had done anything wrong,
Tom," he said, gently. "Just that there wasn't time. Even if there was, this was a better way. Ralph
deserved better than to die on a vet table with strangers over him."
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"So Ralph had a heart attack," | said, my voice dightly husky. "What did you do then?"
"Thefirst thing | did was | cut off the pain,” Joshua said. "I didn't want him feeling any pain. | also cut
off his motor control, so he wouldn't go bounding off because he was feeling better. Then | sent atendril

into his chest to see how bad it was, and whether or not we could make it back to the house. Asit turned
out, it was pretty bad. Ralph was old and his heart was in bad shape.

"By thistime, Ralph was pretty much out of it -- hislittle brain was blipping al over the place, Tom. |
didn't want him to die, so | did two things. First | called your assistant and told her that we'd be late. And
then | inhabited Ralph."

"What does that mean?' | asked.
"Well, look at me," Joshua said.

"I mean, how it that different from Ralph just dying?' | said. "After al, it's not Ralph in there, Joshua.
It'syou."

"Not quite accurate,”" Joshua said. "All of Ralph's memories and feelings are still here. | distinctly
remember being a dog and doing doggie things."

"But you're not Ralph," | said.

"No," Joshua admitted. "But on the other hand, Ralph didn't die. His personality just...melded into mine.
From Ralph's point of view, he suddenly became alot more intelligent. He's the dog with the 180 1Q. On
my end, | now know the world from a dog's eye point of view. |, being Joshua, am obviously going to be
dominant. But don't be surprised when | do something that reminds you of Ralph. It'sal here, in one big
package. Which iswhy | said, 'Ralphua.™

"What did Ralph think of this, if you don't mind me asking?'

"He was good with it," Joshua said. "Though not in any way you'd understand. | basically let him know
not to worry, and he basically let me know that he trusted me. Then he and | became we. Which then
became me. And I'm pleased to be alive, so there you haveit."

| leaned back in my chair. "Thisis making my head hurt."

"Have some more aspirin,” Joshua suggested.

| looked back down at Joshua. He sat there like atypical retriever. "What did you do with your old
body?' | asked. "Did you leave it up there on the hillside? Do we need to go find it and bury it or
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something?"

"Nope," Joshua said. "It'sin here. Timesharing, as it were. Right now my old body isin Ralph's
digestive system and in his blood vessels. He's not eating anything that I'm not eating, obviously, and my
cells are doing the role of blood, transferring oxygen to his cells. See, look at my tongue,” Joshua's
doggie tongue rolled out, an albino sort of pink, "not nearly asred asit used to be. Anyway, thisisonly
short term solution.-- controlling two bodiesis alot of work, even when | have my old body more or less
on autopilot.”

"Wheat's the long term solution?"

"Well, eventually my cells will take the place of all hiscells,” Joshua said. "It's more efficient, especialy
since | won't have all these damned specialized organs to deal with. The only thing I'll need to be
concerned with is maintaining my shape and appearance, which won't be that difficult. It'll take about a
week."

"What happens to the old cells?' | asked.
"I digest them."
"Oh, man,” | said. "You are eating him."

"Tom," Joshua said. "It's not nearly as gross as you think. And anyway, it needs to be done -- | can't
keep controlling both bodies, and my Y hergjk body is more flexible."

"And none of this," -- | waved my hands -- "conflicts with your 'don't take over other life forms
thinking."

"Hmmmm, well," Joshua said. "It's a borderline case. The limitation is 'sentient life forms. We could
argue whether or not Ralph, character though he was, truly qualified as sentient. Now, | think he was -- a
low-grade variety, you know, but that's a matter of degree, not of kind. But | also feel that he gave me
consent. Sort of. It's something that could be argued. But | don't feel wrong for having done it. Besides, |
like being adog. | marked every tree on the way here, you know. It's all my territory now."

"Good thing my cat's not still alive,” | said "I think you and he may have had words about that."
"Hey, that reminds me," Joshua said. "Was your cat a striped tabby?"
"Hewas," | said. "Orange. Big."

"Don't know about the orange part, but I've got a memory of chasing a big tabby down the road a couple
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of years back and seeing it get squashed by a big truck." Joshua squinted, which isafunny look on a
dog. "A Ford Explorer, it looks like."

"Great. Ralph isacat murderer. Just what | needed.”
"He was just playing around with the cat, Tom," Joshua said. "He felt really guilty about it afterwards."

| slapped my hands on my legs and stood up. "On that note, I'm going to get another beer. | think | could
useit."

"Could you bring me another one, too?' Joshua asked. "Can't open one myself, you know."

"Now wait aminute," | said. "If you can't make tendrils anymore, how did you make the call earlier
today?"'

"The cel phone hasa'redial’ button, Tom. And believe me, it wasapain in the assto try to hit it."
"Whereisthe cel phone?' | asked.

"Uh...." Joshua hung his head. "l left it out on the hillside. Sorry. | didn't want to have to carry it in my
mouth for two miles."

"Joshua, you're aretriever," | said. "That's what you do."
"That'swhat | did," Joshua said. "I'm in another line of work now."
*kkkk*k

The next morning, Joshuaand | visited Carl.

"Well, isn't that just the most adorable puppy!" Carl's assistant Marcella said, leaning over her desk to
look at Joshua.

"Only on the outside,” | said.

"Why, Tom, what aterrible thing to say," Marcellasaid. "Y ou know that dogs can pick up on what
you're saying about them."

"I have no doubt whatsoever about that," | said. "Is Carl in?1'd like to speak to him, if he has a moment."
"He'sin," Marcellasaid. "Let me seeif he can see you." She motioned us over to the waiting area. Aswe
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sat, Joshua put his paw on my foot, our signal for when he had something he wanted to say to me. |
|leaned down, very close to his mouth. "What?' | whispered.

"I just want you to know, I'm having arough time of things at the moment," Joshua said, his voice barely
above awhisper itself. "My dog nature is getting the best of me."

"What do you mean?' | said.

"I mean | have thisincredible urge to stick my nose in every crotch that goes by," Joshua said. "It's
driving me insane."

“Try to control yourself,” | said. "After thismeeting I'll take you to the park and you can sniff some
other dogs' butts. Good enough?"

"Y ou're mocking me, aren't you," Joshua said.
"Maybe," | said.

"Tom?"' Marcellalooked over to us. "Carl will see you now." She crinkled a smile and wiggled her
fingers at Joshua. Joshua surged, asif to make a beeline for her lap. | held him by his collar and dragged
him into Carl's office. Carl was at his desk, glancing at a Hollywood Reporter. He set it down as | closed
the door.

"Tom," Carl said, and then glanced down at Joshua. "Is this Joshua's friend?"

"Not exactly," | said, and turned to Joshua. " Say hello, Joshua."

"Hello, Joshua," Joshua said.

Carl was momentarily startled but recovered quite a bit quicker than | did. "Cute," he finally said.
"Thanks. | love that joke," Joshua said.

"Would one of you mind telling me how Joshua got in there?' Carl said.

"His dog friend was old and had a heart attack, and Joshua decided to inhabit the body," | said.
"I've also melded with the dog's personality,” Joshua said.

Carl furrowed his brow. "Y ou mean your personality is part dog?"
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"If you throw a stick, will | not fetch?' Joshuaintoned. "If you scratch my backside, will | not jerk my
leg?if you show me acat, will | not chase? Sorry, Tom."

“It'sall right,” | said.

"Tom, "Carl said, "I'm hoping thisisn't your idea of how to bring our peoples together. Joshua appears
happy to be adog, but | don't think that's the form that we want the Y hergjk to take for their grand
debut.”

"Believe me, it'snot,” | said. "But | think letting him be a dog for awhile has some interesting aspects.”
"Explain," Carl said.

"WEell, for one thing, it finally allows him to interact with humans besides you and me," | said. "I can
take him places now. He's not going to get the full human experience, to be sure, but he's going to see
more of the place than he would trapped in my house al the time. And maybe the interaction will give
us some ideas to go on for how we finally do introduce the Y hergjk."

"Joshua?' Carl said.

"Being adog isn't optimal for observation," Joshua said. "But it's better than what | was doing, which
was watching cable television and going into online chat rooms. And I'm having fun. | am the Alpha
Dog of the Universe. It doesn't get much better than that."

Carl turned his attention back to me. "What is your plan?’

"I don't have one at the moment,” | said. "l thought I'd just take him places and let him look around. Y ou
know, be a professional dog walker for awhile."

"He'sgood at it," Joshua volunteered, "and he needs the exercise."

"Quiet, you," Carl said to Joshua. Joshuaimmediately looked like a dog who knows he's taken adump in
the wrong place in the house. | never would have told Joshua to be quiet. But then, I'm not his dad.

"I can't have you wandering around with adog," Carl said. "That Van Doren character is till floating
around out there. We have to keep you busy." Carl thought for afew moments, then turned back to
Joshua.

"Can you act?' Carl asked Joshua.

"I'm pretending to be adog, aren't 7' Joshua said.
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Carl buzzed Marcella. "Get me Albert Bowen, if you please, Marcella," he said, and clicked her off. He
turned to me. "Y ou have anything going on in the next few days?'

"Not redlly. | got Michelle Beck areading for Hard Memories, but that's not until next week. Amanda's
handling all the rest of my clients. I'm free," | said.

"Good," Carl said. "Albert Bowen and | went to college together. He's avet and atrainer, and handles
animal casting for commercials and television. Let's see what we can do with this."

Marcella's came over the speakerphone. "Albert Bowen holding for Carl Lupo,” she said, and clicked
off.

"Hey, Al," Carl said.

"Wolfman!" Bowen said on the other end. Carl twitched slightly at the nickname. College familiarity
was probably the only reason Carl let him get away with it. "Haven't heard from you in awhile, my
friend. What can | do for you?"

"I got an interesting potential client, Al," Carl said. "Animal trainer from the Y ukon Territory. Trains
dogs. One of my agents did atrek up the Pacific coastline about a year ago and found this guy doing a
show outside of Whitehorse. Smartest damned dogs you ever saw. The agent managed to convince the
guy to ship one of the dogs down for aweek, to seeif they might have afuture in commercials and
films. | think they might, and if it works out, we're going to represent the trainer."

"The trainer shipped one of the dogs?' Bowen said. "He didn't come down himself?"

"Said he didn't need to. Sent the agent a manual with hand signs. Said that's all he'd need, the dog would
understand. | told you these were smart dogs, Al."

"Hmmph. I'll haveto seeit before | believeit," Bowen said.

"WEell, Al, that's my plan. I'm going to send the agent over with the dog. The agent's name is Tom Stein,
and the dog's name is Joshua. Y ou want to give the dog a looksee and tell me what you think? And if
you can use him in any commercials over the next week or so, that'd be good with us. The trainer has
given usfreerein for thisweek only."

"Who isthis guy?' Bowen said.

"Not going to say, Al," Carl said. "Company secret until we have adeal signed. But if you like what you
see, | think we can work out an exclusive contract for your casting company. Work for you?"
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"Hell, yes, Carl," Bowen said. "Have them come up today around one. We'll put the dog through the
paces and I'll get back to you by tomorrow morning. Y ou know where my ranch is?"

"Vaencia, if I'm not mistaken," Carl said.

"Right you are," Bowen said. "take the Magic Mountain exit, go left, and head into the hills for five
miles. Can't missit. Wel'll be looking forward to seeing them.” Carl and Bowen did their good-bye
pleasantries and hung up.

"Y ukon Territory? Whitehorse?' | said.
Carl smiled broadly. "1'd like to see anyone check up on that whopper,” he said.
Al Bowen met usin the driveway of hisranch, clearly eager to meet Joshua. That is, until he saw him.

"Thisisthe dog?' Bowen said, after we made our introductions. It was clear that he didn't think Joshua
was any great prize. But the same could be said of him; Al Bowen was one of those guys who |looked
like he had spent far too much of hislife being aroadie for the Grateful Dead.

"That'shim," | said. "He'sreally more intelligent than he looks."
"I hope s0," Bowen said, and knelt down. "He's not a biter, is he?"
"Not that | know of," | said.

Bowen held out his hand to let Joshua sniff him. Joshua declined. Bowen took hold of Joshua's snout
and took at ook at his gums, then felt down Joshua's body.

"How old isthisdog?' Hefinally asked.
"Eight years, | think," | said.

Bowen snorted. "He's twice that if he'sayear, Tom," he said, straightening up. "l haveto tell you, if Carl
hadn't vouched for thisanimal, 1'd turn you around right now. Come on, let's go thisway." He led us past
the ranch house, into the back.

"Nice place you've got here," | said.
"Thanks," Bowen said. "It's nothing big, just a couple thousand acres. Family land, you know. Beenin
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the family since the 1800s. Thought | might have to sell it in the 70s, but then | got my vet degree and
started doing this. Pays the bills. Got quite a menagerie here -- dogs, cats, pigs, horses, even some
llamas. We had a herd of cattle we'd rent out for stampede scenes, but there's not much call for that
recently. Had to turn most of them into cat food." We stopped at an enclosed yard that looked like an
obstacle course.

"What is this?"

"Well, thisisatraining track," Bowen said. "If we want to have an animal do something complicated,
like run through a house and open a window, we'll sort of create that here and run them through it until it
gets hardwired into their brains. | figure that dog of yours has arepertoire of tricks. Tell me what they
are, and we'll set up the track and run him through a couple.”

"That's not the way he wastrained,” | said.
Bowen looked at melike | was a bad peyote flashback. “"What do you mean?' he said.

"Well, as | understand it, he's sort of trained the other way. Set up the track the way you want it, and tell
him what to do, and he'll do it." | was making all this up, and this sounded reasonable to me.

But apparently it didn't sound that way to Bowen. "Look, Tom," he said. "I don't know what fool chase
Carl has you running, or if you've pulled afast one on Carl. But every dog has to be trained for specific
tasks. | love and respect dogs, but even the smartest ones can't just be told to do something brand new
and then doit. That's just not the way their brains work."

"Mr. Bowen, before you say it can't be done, why don't wetry it first?' | said. "l think you'll be
surprised.”

Bowen looked irritated, and then he laughed. "Fine, then," he said. "Give me a minute to prepare the
track." He went into the enclosed area and began moving things around.

"'Is heabiter'," Joshua said, under his breath. "1 almost nipped off his nose, just for that one."
"Behave yourself, Joshua," | said. "Y ou think you can handle this?"

"Deep in my bowels of my intellect, | have the knowledge necessary to pilot an interstellar spacecraft,”
Joshuasaid. "'l think | should be sufficiently competent to walk and jump.”

"No need to get testy,” | said.

"Sorry," Joshua said. "Personally, | think I'm afine dog. Remind me to pee on this guy's shoes before we
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go."

Bowen came back to our side of the enclosure and opened it to let us through.
"Let mewalk you through this," he said.

"You canjust tell me," | said. "That should be fine."

Bowen smirked. "All right, then. Here'swhat | want. | want your dog to leap over that plastic fence over
there, come back around this way to this" -- he motioned to a window with a shade on it -- "and grab the
blind string in his mouth to open the blind. Finally, | want him to go all the way back there" -- He
pointed to what looked like akid's playhouse -- "there's a doorbell button on the right side of the door
that he should be able to press. Have him pressit, turn around, sit, and bark back at us."

“Isthat all?' | said.

"Son," Bowen said. "It would take the better part of ayear for a dog to learn something this complicated.
If your dog can get just one of these things on the first try, he qualifies as the smartest dog in the history
of dogs."

"Joshua," | snapped my fingers asif to make him heel. He sauntered over and sat, looking at me. |
pointed to the plastic fence.

"Jump!" | said. | then moved my arm over to the blind.

"Pull!" | said. | then moved my arm over to the playhouse doorbell.

"Press!" | said. | then made a spinning motion with my hand, and mimed my hand sitting.
"Bark!" | said.

Joshua shot me alook that clearly said, give me a fucking break.

"Go!" | said. He sprinted off.

"Mary mother of God in alobster bib," Al Bowen said, roughly twenty seconds | ater.

"I thought he was a little sloppy about the blinds," | said. They were, in fact, dightly crooked.

"Listen," Bowen said. "I've got a Mighty Dog commercial scheduled here for the day after tomorrow.
Tell me you can makeit."
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"Sure," | said.

"We start shooting at 10:30," Bowen said. "Try to be here by 7. Thisis smartest dog I've ever seenin my
life, but he's still going to need alot of grooming work." He shook his head and walked away.

Joshuawalked up. "Well?' he said.
"Y ou're going to bein aMighty Dog commercial,” | said.

"Well, all right, then," Joshua said. "l would hate to be associated with anything that wasn't 100% pure
beef, you know."

Posted by john at 11:12 PM

Chapter Thirteen

On September 1, 1939, Nazi Germany began World War 11 by bombing the hell out of the Polish capital
of Warsaw. By September 27, the Germans were dipping their feet in the Vistulariver, which bisects the
city; shortly thereafter, the Jews of Warsaw were herded into the Warsaw Ghetto -- 500,000 of them,
initially, in an arearoughly one mile square. In July of 1942, the Nazis began deporting the Jews en
masse from the ghetto. Between July 22 and October 3, 300,000 were deported to the various
concentration camps -- Treblinka and Chelmno were the closest to the city of Warsaw -- and
exterminated. In April of 1943, the 40,000 or so Jews who remained in the ghetto were attacked by the
Nazis. They fought back, heroically, for three weeks. And then nearly all of them were killed.

One who survived was Rachel Spiegelman. In pre-War times, Rachel and her family were well-to-do
professionals; the daughter and granddaughter of physicians, Rachel herself had studied law and worked
as the office manager of her husband's law firm. In addition to Polish and Yiddish, she spoke German
and English, and had even been to America as a child, to visit family members who had emigrated there.
She was a daughter and wife of privilege, and the fall from having servants and summer homes to living
six to aroom in the ghetto was along one.

And yet, inasmuch as one can in the circumstances, Rachel thrived. She was tough-minded and sensible
-- and also formidable. When the Nazis informed the ghetto residents that they were to form Jewish
councils that would oversee housing, sanitation and manufacturing production, she forbade any member
of her family from joining the councils, declaring that those who worked with the Germans were leading
the rest to the slaughter. When her husband disobeyed her and served on a council, Rachel threw him out
of the room that they shared with Rachel's parents, her brother, and her brother's wife.

She then organized her neighborhood to operate around the councils and clashed with them repeatedly
over their edicts. With ayoung Pole who was rumored to be her lover, she operated a black market,
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somehow finding meat and sweets when the Germans allowed only turnips and beets to be sent into the
ghetto. When the Nazis ordered the Jewish councilsto find "volunteers® for deportation, Rachel ,
working desperately, found her neighbors work in armament plants or hid them, delaying but ultimately
failing to stem the death flow out of the ghetto. She fought alongside the remaining Jews during the
ghetto uprising for two weeks, one of the very few women left in the ghetto to do so; in the third week,
against her better judgment, she attempted to escape the ghetto with her young Pole. They actually did it,
only to be turned in by one the Pole's "friends'. He was shot and killed; she was sent to Treblinka.

From April until the beginning of August, Rachel saved in the camp; on August 3rd, it was decided that
she was no longer needed. She was sent amile up the road to Treblinka ll, where the "bathhouses' were.
These bathhouses were connected to huge diesel engines that pumped in carbon monoxide -- deadly, but
not very efficient. It typically took nearly a half hour before the hundreds crammed inside the
"bathhouses" died. It was along and terrifying death, and between 700,000 and 900,000 people died that
way, in that camp.

On August 3rd, however, there were some surprising deaths at Treblinka ll; namely, an SS officer and
several guards. They were killed by some of the Jews who worked at the camp, performing the
executions, excavating the corpses for gold teeth and other valuables, and transporting the bodies to
mass graves. The Jews chose that day to attempt a revolt, and while it was not successful, over 200 Jews
escaped the camp during the chaos. Rachel was one of them. Most of the escapees were eventually
recaptured or killed. Rachel was not. Rachel went north, eventually finding passage to Sweden. After the
war ended, she emigrated from there to the United States.

Rachel's story would be remarkable enough if it had ended there. But it did not. Once Rachel arrived in
the US, she was outraged to discover that her adopted country, the one that had fought for the freedom
of Europe, was dealing with Black Americans like the Germans dealt with the Jews. Even some of the
laws were effectively the same -- No intermarriage, segregated schools and services, and violence either
ignored or actively condoned by those whose job it was to keep the peace. "There are black shirts
beneath those white robes,” she would later write.

So she did something about it. She went back to law school and got her J.D. -- and the next day got on a
bus to Montgomery, Alabama, the Heart of Dixie. She passed the bar and set up shop: afemale, Jewish
lawyer, offering legal servicesto black sharecroppers and factory workers. Her office was firebombed
twice in the first month. The next, someone drove by and put a bullet through her window. It ricocheted
and struck her in the leg. She went to the hospital to have it removed, and was denied medical help by
the emergency room resident, who refused to work on a"nigger-loving Jew." Rachel responded by
prying out the bullet herself, right there, slamming it down on the resident's clip board, and walking out
under her own power. Then she sued the hospital and the resident. She won. Her office was firebombed

again.

She stayed on -- on through the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955, when she bought her first car to
avoid riding the buses and ferried black friends to and from work. On through the Birmingham protests
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of 1963, when she was arrested twice by white policemen and bitten three times by their dogs. On
through Martin Luther King's 1965 march from Selmato Montgomery, when she and King walked arm-
in-arm as they strode past her offices, now staffed with partners -- half of them black.

Just before she died in 1975, she wrote in Time magazine, "l feel the work | have done was the work |
was destined to do. | know what it isto lose my rights and to be told that | have no right to exist, to see
my family, my friends and my humanity stripped away from me. These are hard memories, couched in
sorrow and anger. But | also know what it is to see others begin to gain their rights and their humanity,
to betold, yes, you are our brothers and sisters. Come join us at the family table, and be welcome. My
work, though such asmall part of alarger whole, has helped to make this areality. It makes those hard
memories alittle easier to bear, because these memories -- they are glorious.”

Thisisthe woman that Michelle Beck wanted to portray. Could she do it?

WEell, she was the right sex.

*kkkk*

By thetime Michelle and | waited in Roland Lanois anteroom, however, any hint that | felt Michelleto
be utterly wrong for the role had vanished. After a certain point as an agent, you simply stop worrying
about the far-reaching implications of what you are doing and deal with the at-the-moment details. Some
would call it enforced amorality. But it's really just a matter of being there for your client, and doing
what needs to be done. At the moment, | was trying to keep Michelle from hyperventilating.

"Breathe," | said. "Respiration isagood thing."

"I'm so sorry, Tom," Michelle said. She was gripping both sides of her chair so hard it looked like she
might dent the metal. "I'm just so nervous. | didn't think | would be. But | am. Oh, God," she said. She
started thumping her chest with her fist. "Oh, Tom, I'm sorry." She sounded like a helicopter.

| grabbed the fist before she could break her ribs. " Stop apologizing. Y ou haven't done anything wrong.
It's okay to be nervous, Michelle. Thisisapretty big role. But | don't think you need to bruise yourself
over it. Have you read the scene Roland wants you to do?'

"Yes," she said, and then grinned sheepishly. "I actually memorized the whole thing. All the parts. |
didn't want to blow it. Isn't that stupid?”’

"No, not really,” | said. "Y ou know, when Elvis started work on his very first film, he memorized the
entire script. All the parts, not just his own. No one told him there was any other way to do it."

Michelle looked at me, confused. "Elvis was an actor?'

file:///K |/eMule/lncoming/John%20Scal zi %20-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (130 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:47



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

"WEell, | don't know that I'd go that far," | said. "But he was in movies. Jailhouse Rock. Love Me Tender.
Blue Hawaii."

"I thought those were songs," Michelle said.
"They are songs,” | agreed. "But they're also movies."

"Oh, great," Michelle said. "Now Elvis songs are going on in my head." She stood up and started pacing.
Watching her was making me tired.

Rajiv, Roland's assistant, came out of Roland's office. "Okay," he said. "We're setting up the video
camera, so if you want to come on in, well get started right away."

Michelle took in a sharp intake of breath; it sounded like she was trying to inhale the ficus plant on the
other side of the office. Rajiv jumped dlightly at the noise.

"Give usjust aminute," | sad.
"No rush," Rajiv said, and closed the door.
"Oh God," Michelle said, wringing her hands. "Oh God oh God oh God oh God."

| went over and started massaging her shoulders. "Come on, Michelle," | said. "Thisiswhat you
wanted."

"God, Tom," Michelle said. "Why am | so nervous? |'ve never been this nervous about an audition
before."

"It's because you're finally using a script that has words longer than two syllables,” | said.
Michelle wheeled around and pushed me, semi-hard, in the chest. "You'reajerk,” she said.

"Noted," | said. "On the other hand, you're not hyperventilating any more. Now, come on. Let's do this
thing." | took her hand, walked her to the office door, and opened it.

Inside was Roland, his assistant Rgjiv, and awoman that | did not recognize. Roland and the woman
were sitting comfortably on the couch; Rajiv was standing over avideo camera, fiddling with something.

Roland got up and strode over to us as we came through the door. "Tom," he said. "A pleasure to see
you again. | hope you are well."
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"I am, Roland, thanks," | said, and motioned to Michelle. "Thisis my client, Michelle Beck."

"But of course. Miss Beck. The woman who has driven my poor assistant to traitorous activity. Itisa
pleasure."” Roland took Michelle's hand, and in a playfully dramatic fashion, kissed it. Michelle smiled
uncertainly and glanced over to me. | gave a shrug that said go with it.

"And now, if you'll both allow me to make introductions of my own," Roland said. "First, Miss Beck, |

should like to introduce you Rajiv Patel, my assistant, with whom you have had many long and
interesting phone conversations. | believe somewhere in the office he may have erected a shrine to you.

Rajiv was dark-skinned enough that it was somewhat astonishing to be able to see his blush. "Hello,
Michelle," he said, and went back to fooling around with the video camera.

"And this," he said, turning to the woman on the couch, "Is Avika Spiegelman, who is one of the
assistant producers of the film."

| walked over to shake her hand. "A pleasure,” | said. "Are you related to Rachel Spiegelman?"

"She was my aunt," she said. "Actually my second cousin, or cousin twice removed, or whatever you'd
liketo call it. But we al called her '‘Aunt Rachel.' It was simpler that way."

"In addition to being one of our producers, Ms. Spiegelman is acting as an advisor to the film, giving us
insight to the real Rachel Spiegelman,” Roland said. "As such, | thought it might be prudent to have her
give us her thoughts."

"I loved you in Summertime Blues," Avika said to Michelle. "Y ou were perfect for that role."

Roland and | caught the subtext of that statement; Michelle did not. Instead she smiled brightly. "Thank
you," she said. Avika smiled thinly. It was going to be atougher crowd than | had expected.

"All right, we're ready," Rajiv said.

"Splendid," Roland clapped his hands together and turned back to Michelle. "My dear Miss Beck, if you
wouldn't mind sitting in the chair in front of the video camera. Ms. Spiegelman will be feeding you lines
while Rgjiv records you. Do you have a copy of the script?’

" She memorized the scene, Roland,” | said.
"Redlly," Roland said. "Well, that's certainly a point in your favor, my dear. Let's have a seat, shall we?"

Michelle sat in front of the video camera. Rgjiv fixed the focus on the camera and then stepped back.
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Avika opened up her script. Roland sat back down on the couch. | stood back by the door.
Roland looked at Michelle. "Are we ready, then?"

Michelle nodded. Roland glanced over at Avika and nodded. Avika scrolled down her page until she
found the line she was looking for. "'How dare you tell me what | can and cannot do,™ she said,
tonelessly. "'Y ou are my wife, not my master.™

Michelle blinked, opened her mouth asif to say something, and then closed it again. "I'm sorry,” she
finaly said. "Could you say the line again?"'

"'How dare you tell me what | can and cannot do," Avika repeated. ""Y ou are my wife, not my master.
Michelle stared at Avika, then stared over to me, panicked.

"|s something wrong, Miss Beck?' Roland inquired.

“l...uh...1," Michelle began, and placed her hand on her chest. Eventually she got out the words. "That's
not the scene | memorized," she said.

"It's scene 29," Avikasaid, peering over the top of her script.

"I memorized scene 24," Michelle said. "I thought we were doing scene 24."

Roland looked over to Rgjiv. "Rajiv, did you tell Miss Beck we were going to be doing scene 247"
"I don't think so," Rajiv said. "I'm pretty sure | said scene 29."

"I must have read it wrong after | wrote it down," Michelle said. "My nines and my fours ook alot
aike."

"Asdo mine," Roland said. "It'sa common mistake, I'm sure. Why don't we just do scene 24, then."

Avikawas already there. "This scene only hasfour linesinit," she said. "Three of them are spoken by
other characters."

"What's Rachel's line?' Roland asked.
Avikalooked down at the page. "'Y es," she said.
"Hmmm," Roland said. "Not alot to work with."
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"Now we know how she memorized the scene," Avika said. Even Michelle couldn't miss that one. She
blushed and began taking in sharp breaths.

Roland clapped his hands together again and stood up. "Why don't we do this. Rgjiv will go get a copy
of the script for Miss Beck, and we'll spend a couple of minutes preparing scene 29, and then wel'll be
ready to give it ago. Sound good? All right. Rgjiv, if you wouldn't mind getting that script and working
with Miss Beck for a couple of minutes, then. I'm going to go for alittle walk." He wandered out of the
room, distracted. After amoment, Avika Spiegelman followed him. Rajiv hovered, and then went out
into the main office to get another copy of the script.

| went over to Michelle. "Don't panic,” | said.
"What was | thinking?' Michelle said. She ran both her hands through her hair.
"Y ou just memorized the wrong scene, that's al,” | said. "It's nothing to worry about."

Michellerolled her eyes at me. "Tom, the scene has four lines," she said. "Don't you think | should have
figured out it was the wrong scene?'

"WEell, I think that the fact you're only line was 'yes,' should have been atip-off," | admitted.

Michelle looked restless. | quickly held my hand up. "But -- even so. It was an honest mistake, Michelle.
Y ou need to roll with it, and do the scene right.” | took her hand and clasped it, lightly. "Y ou can do it,
Michelle. Just be cam."

"Did you see how that woman looked at me?' Michelle said.

"I get the feeling that Avika Spiegelman doesn't get many thrills out of life," | said. "Think of her asan
object of pity, not of fear."

"She made me feel like an idiot, Tom. Like I'm back in grade school and the nuns are out to get me."
| grinned. "That's a pretty good simile, Michelle," | said.

"A what?' Michelle said.

Rajiv came back in the office with scriptsin hand.

"Listen," | said. "Practice the scene with Rajiv. I'll track down Roland and schmooze the man. It's what
you pay me the big bucks for."
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Michelle smiled wanly as | exited.

Roland's office was tucked into a corner of the studio lot; to the left were huge sound sets. To the right
was alittle park in the center of a collection of offices. Roland wasin the little park, standing. Avika
Spiegelman stood next to him. As| got closer, it became clear that Avikawas chewing Roland out over
something. Before | could hear what it was, however, she saw me approach, clammed up, shot Roland a
look and walked away from him. He stood there, a rueful little grin on hisface, as| came up.

"Looks like you two had anice chat," | said.

"Lovely," Roland said, watching Avikawalk back into the office. "It reminded me of some of the more
painful dental experiences of my life."

"Up the anesthesia,” | suggested.

"Or simply get defanged,” Roland said. "Which is, now that | think about it, the process I'm undergoing
at the moment. Tom, would you mind terribly if | had a smoke?"

"Not at al," | said,

"Thanks," Roland said. He fished out a Marlboro, and lit up. "I'm trying to quit," he said. "But I'm afraid
now's not agood time."

"The audition is that bad?' | said.

"Well, Tom, we haven't really had the audition yet, have we," Roland said. "We have to actually have
lines read to seeif they're being done properly."

"Ouch," | said, on behalf of my client.

Roland picked up onit. "Sorry about that, Tom," he said. "I'm don't mean to run Michelle down. She'sa
lovely girl. And I'm afraid | haven't been straightforward with her or with you about this reading."

"What do you mean?' | said.

Roland took along drag on his cigarette before answering. "To be brief,” he said, "l have less than a
month left on my option for Hard Memories. If | don't have the lead cast by that time, I'll lose the option.
The buzzards are already circling, you know."

"l didn't know," | said.
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"Yes. Well, that's why Michelle is having areading today, not because of your own work last week. In
fact, once it became clear Ellen was going to drop, | told Rajiv to do whatever he could to encourage
Miss Beck to read. | don't really expect her to be brilliant, mind you. But if she was passable, | thought |
might convince Ms. Spiegelman to let us make the attempt. Michelleis, asyou say, quite adraw at the
moment."

"Not to berude, Roland,” | said. "But why does it matter what Avika thinks? Y ou're the director and
producer.”

"Funny about that," Roland said. "One of the conditions the Spiegelman family put on my optioning the
officia biography was the right of refusal for the lead actress. At the time, when | had everyone from
Ellen Merlow to Meryl Streep interested in the script, | considered it the least of my worries."

"I take it that Avikaisn't impressed so far," | said.

Roland used his cigarette as a pointer towards the office. "In our conversation prior to your arrival, Ms.
Spiegelman declared that she's met pets who are smarter than Miss Beck."

"Well, so havel," | said, truthfully. "But they haven't brought in $300 million with their last two films."
"And | wish you the best of luck convincing Ms. Spiegelman with that argument,” Roland said.
"I didn't realize you had so much riding on this audition,” | said.

"That'swhy | said | was sorry, Tom," Roland said. "l wasn't entirely honest with you on the matter. |
don't know that it would have changed anything if | had; still, | try to be more honest than the typical
Hollywood producer."”

"Y ou have other projectsin the pipe, I'm sure,” | said.

“No, not really," Roland said, and brought back the rueful smile. "I'm a prestige producer, Tom. One of
those fellows you hire when your studio has been cranking out one too many action films, and you need
to throw in an Oscar contender to prove you still care about the art of filmmaking. None of my films
actually make money. Even The Green Fields only broke even, and that after video. So | tend to work
one project at atime. I've been thinking about that Kordus project, but you know where we are on that
one. Which reminds me, have you looked at that script yet?

"I did," | said. "It'svery good." Actually, it wasn't just good, it was astonishingly good. And written by a
23-year-old film student. Reading it, | had made the mental note to myself to get him to hire me as his
agent, or steal him away from whichever one he currently had.
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“Itis, isn'tit?" Roland puffed afinal puff on his cigarette and threw it to the ground, snuffing it out. "If |
don't manage to pull this project's chestnuts out of the fire, I'll have a nice long time to fiddle with it.
Come on, Tom. Let's get back for the second act." We headed back.

Back in the office, Rajiv had pulled up achair and was sitting with Michelle, going over scene 29.
Avika, upon seeing Roland and me enter, pointedly looked at her watch and then at us both. "Well,"
Roland said. "Are we ready to begin again?"

Michelle looked for me, uncertain. | smiled back at her and gave her athumbs-up signal. Rgjiv rolled his
chair back and took his position behind the video recorder. Roland sat down again and nodded to Avika
Avikarecited her line.

My phone rang.

"Sorry," | said, after everyone glared at me. | ducked out of the office.

It was Miranda. " Carl wants to know when you're getting into the office," she said.

"Probably not long now," | said. "Michelle is self-destructing at the moment. Did he say why?"

"He mentioned something about someone needing adog ASAP, and that Marcellawould have details,"
she said. "l have no idea what that means. It sounds like code, and I've lost my secret decoder ring."

"I know what it means,” | said. "But | can't. | have to be with Michelle this afternoon. | promised her |
would go with her to have to her latex mask made."

"I'm just passing along messages,” Miranda said. "I can't give you permission to defy the orders of your
CEO."

| sighed. "Is Carl in right now?" | asked.

"Let me check,” Miranda said, and put me on hold. My hold music, | was shocked to discover, was
Olivia Newton-John. | was going to have to have someone drag my Muzak out of the Seventies. Before
it became thoroughly intolerable, Miranda came back on the line.

"Marcella says he'sin a meeting right now but can schedule three minutes for you if you really need it.
She also notes that his tone indicated that you probably don't want to need those three minutes.”

The door to Roland's office opened up and Roland popped his head out. "Tom," he said. "l think you'd
better come in here. We've had a development.”
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"Gottago, Miranda," | said, and snapped the cel phone shut.

In the office, Michelle was lying on the floor. Rajiv, panting, was placing ice cubes on her forehead. He
had sprinted to the bar to scoop up the cubes, proving chivalry was not dead, merely out of breath. Avika
sat on the couch, not knowing whether to ook concerned or outraged.

"I don't know what happened,” Roland said. " She was very nervous about doing the lines, but she
seemed all right. And then her eyes rolled back in her head and she fell off her chair."

"You'rekidding," | said.

"She's out cold on the floor, Tom," Roland said, his gentility cracking just for a second. "I don't
generaly brain the actors at readings. | usually wait until we're actually on the set.”

"What afucking nightmare," | muttered, and then turned to Roland. "It's her auto-suggestion,” | said.
"What?' Avikasaid, from the couch.

| sighed again. "She's been going to a hypnotherapist,” | said. "The damned fool put in an auto-
suggestion that blacks her out every time she gets too stressed out."

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard," Avikasaid.
| ignored her. "Give her afew seconds and she'll be good as new," | said to Roland.

"What arelief that is," Avika said, and stood up. "Well, I've wasted enough time for one day. When she
comes to, thank her for her time and then show her the door. She's not getting the role.”

Roland looked at Michelle sadly. "Yes, right, all right," he said.
"I don't think you're giving her achance," | said. "Y ou haven't even heard her do areading yet."

"Who has thetime?' Avika said. "Between the wrong scenes and the fainting, by the time we run
through the scene, Roland's option will be up, anyway. Asif it matters. Frankly, Mr. Stein, | don't know
what Roland was thinking. Y our client is good for roles that require teenagers to be deflowered. But this
role is something else entirely. Michelle Beck has about as much in common with my aunt as David
Hasselhoff has with Gandhi. After today, |'d rather give the part to a golden retriever than to her."

"I could arrange that," | said.

Roland jumped in before Avika could respond. "Thank you for coming, Ms. Spiegelman,” he said,
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showing her to the door. "And don't worry. Welll find someone for the role.”

"No offense, Roland,"” Avikasaid. "But if thisis where we are in the casting process, | seriously doubt
it." She nodded to me and walked out.

Roland turned to me and slumped dlightly. " Scotch?' he said.

"No, thanks," | said. "l have to be driving back soon."

Michelle moaned slightly as she worked her way back into consciousness.
"Well, then," Roland said. "I'll have adouble for the both of us."

T—

"Bad day?' Miranda asked, when Michelle and | arrived at the office.

"You havenoidea" | said, and walked Michelle into my office to lie down on my couch. Michelle's
reaction to her incredible imploding reading had passed beyond mere depression and moved into the
region of pharmaceutically untreatable mental states. | urged her to take a nap before she went to have
latex splotzed all over her face.

"That's terrible,” Miranda said, after | recounted our little adventure. "I mean, | didn't think she was
going to be good for the role, but what a way to flame out.”

"If | were her hypnotherapist, 1'd lie low for a couple of weeks," | said. "I don't think their next session is
going to be very pleasant. Listen, did you find out anything more about what Carl wants?"'

"I did,” Miranda said, reaching for her notebook. "I went over to Marcella's desk and got the message.
Here -- apparently a stunt dog they have on this Bruce Willis film contracted a nasty case of mange, and
they need areplacement for some shots they're doing this afternoon.” She tore the page out of her
notebook and handed it to me. "Y ou're going to have to spend alot of time in makeup, Tom."

"Hardy har," | said, taking the note. The film was shooting in Pasadena, which was helpful -- it wasn't
far from where | lived, and not all that far from Pomona, where Michelle was to have her face done. "It's
not me. It's Joshua, the Wonder Pup."

"Isn't that the name of your friend that's always calling?' Miranda said.

"It is. Oddly enough, they look alot alike, too. When am | supposed to be at the set?" | asked.
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"Y ou're supposed to go as soon as you can,” Miranda said. "Which, I'd guess, means right now."

"Fine," | said. "Miranda, I'm going to need you to do something for me. Y ou need to take Michelleto
have her face done."

"I'm kind of busy here," Miranda said.
"Redlly,” | said. "Doing what?'
"Answering phones?' Miranda ventured.

"Who's going to call? Carl isn't going to call, because I'm transporting his dog to the set. Michelleisn't
going to call because she's going to be wrapped in latex. The only person who might call isVan Doren,
and | don't want to talk to him, anyway."

"Hmrph," Miranda said.

"Isthere a problem here, Miranda?' | asked.

Miranda scrunched up her face. "No. It's just that now that she's al depressed, | feel guilty for not
wanting her to get the part. | forgot that she'sareal person sometimes, and not just this thing that makes
12 million dollars for being perky. It annoys me to have pity for someone who makes more in a day than
I'm going to make in ayear."

“Try," | said. "I'm supposed to go with her, but | can't. Y ou saw her, Miranda. She's definitely not in any
condition to be by herself at the moment. She's certainly not in any condition to drive. I'm afraid in her
state she'll zonk out on the 60, drive into opposing traffic and mangle herself on a semi. Look, as soon as
I'm done with this other thing, I'll be there. And anyway, Michelle likes you. Thinks you like her too, for
some strange reason. Could be a big bonding moment for you two."

"Hmrph," Miranda said again.

"Comeon, Miranda," | said. "You're my assistant. Assist.”

"Can | expense lunch?' Miranda asked.

"By all means. Expense dinner, too."

"Whoo-hoo," Miranda said. "Taco Bell, herel come."

*kkk*%x
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"So," Joshuasaid. "Can | have my own trailer yet?"
"Not yet," | said. "but, look, you have your own water bowl."
"Man, that's the problem with being adog," Joshua said. "The perks are just not there."

Joshua and | were waiting as the second unit crew of Bruce Willis' latest action spectacular set up their
next shot. The first unit crew was in Miami, shooting on location with Willis and his costars. The second
unit crew, meanwhile, was roaming around Los Angeles, shooting all the scenes the first unit didn't want
to deal with: cut scenes, establishing shots, and, of course, scenes with dogs. Joshua was, in fact, the
biggest star on the set that day.

In the space of less than one week, Joshua has become the most requested dog in Los Angeles film. It
was the Mighty Dog commercial that did it: Joshua nailed it on the first take, no small feat in an industry
where 30 seconds of animal action is often stitched out of twelve to fifteen hours of raw footage. This so
stunned the director that he filmed the commercial twice just to cover his ass. Even with the extratake,
the commercial was wrapped in two hours flat, saving the ad company about $200,000 in fees. The ad
company tried to lock Joshua down to an exclusive contract before the commercial was done. | politely
declined. Joshua peed on the company rep's shoes.

By the time we got back to the house, Al Bowen had gotten ten phone calls asking to get Joshuafor a
commercial. We let Bowen pick and choose the assignments; | got the distinct feeling that Bowen was
using the opportunity to rack up some long-term favors. He wasn't such a genial hippie after al. Not that
it bothered either Joshua or me. Joshua was having fun and | didn't mind hanging around a set, grazing
off the craft service table and catching up on my reading.

Joshua especially liked hanging around with dogs now that he was one -- when we weren't at a
commercial set, we'd go to the beach or a park where he could go off, tail wagging, to meet and greet
other members of the species. | suspected that his enthusiasm for other dogs probably came from poor
Ralph, who had spent most of hislife not in the company of other dogs, and was now making up for lost
time. But then, since Joshua had been on Earth, most of histime had been spent alone as well. So maybe
they were both making up for lost time.

The tendency for vicious gossip, however, was pure Joshua. " See that dog over there?"' Joshua pointed
out a German Shepherd with his muzzle. "It's my understanding that he was almost fired off the last set
he was on because he just would not stop licking his genitals on camera.”

"Stopit," | said. "What a horrible thing to say about your costar."

"Hey, | didn't start the rumor,” Joshua said. "And anyway, it'strue. | heard his trainer talking about it to
another trainer while | was on set. From what | hear, off-camera, he runs through his paces perfectly.
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Y ou couldn't ask for a better-trained dog. As soon as he hears the cameras running, though -- bam,
nosedive into the crotch. It's the sound of the cameras, | think. Such a good-looking dog too, you know.
It'sarea shame."

"Y ou know, your gossip would be much more interesting if it were actually about human beings," | said.

"Maybe for you," Joshua said. "But I'm in the canine universe, Tom. It'sawhole different ballgame
down here. See that poodle? She's atick carrier. Saw one on her when we were doing that scene near the
trees. It was the size of a Jeep Cherokee, Tom. | was scared for myself."

"I don't think any of the other dogs would like you if they knew how you talked about them behind their
backs."

"Well, that's just the point," Joshua said. "I can't very well tell any of them, now, can I? Language
capability isabitch, Tom."

"Pun intended, I'm sure."

"But of course.”

Al Bowen picked that moment to walk up. "Y ou sure spend alot of time talking with that dog," he said.
"Well, | see you talking with your dogs, too," | said. "And with your other animals."

“I'm talking to my dogs,” Bowen said. "Y ou, on the other hand, talk like you're having a conversation. |
can see you jabbering at Joshua from the other side of the set. | don't know how to break thisto you,
Tom. You may have the smartest dog in the world, but he still doesn't speak.”

"Doesn't speak?' | said, feigning incredul ousness. "Doesn't speak? Joshua, what's on top of a house?"
Joshua barked a bark that could have sounded like "roof," if one had enough to drink.

"And what's the bottom of atree?"

Thistime, it could have been "root".

"And who's the greatest baseball player of all time?

The bark, with alittle help, could have been a"Ruth."

"Thereyou are," | said. "A talking dog."
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"Very cute," Bowen said. "Could you please bring your talking dog to the set? It's the last shot of the
day. We need him as the strong, silent type, if you don't mind." He walked away.

"Hmmmm," Joshua said. "Guess | should have said 'DiMaggio.™
"I can't believe you actually knew the joke," | said.

"Between my brain, Ralph's brain, and Carl's memories, you'd be amazed at the stuff I've got up here,"
Joshua said. "Now, let's go. | do so love those tasty liver snacks | get whenever | do asceneright." He
bounded off to the set, towards the German Shepherd he had been backstabbing mere moments before.
The German Shepherd, oblivious to Joshua's treachery, greeted him with a sloppy canine grin.

It was a happy moment. As much as anything else, | remember that fact.

| answered the cel phone on the second ring. "Michelle can't possibly be done with her latex job," | said.
"It's barely five o' clock.”

“Tom, you have to get out here," Miranda said. Her voiced odd, strained. "We have a problem. A big
problem."

"What's the problem?" | asked.

"It's not something | think you'd want me to talk about on a cellular phone,” Miranda said.
“It'sadigital phone, Miranda,” | said. "Virtually snoop-proof. Now what is it?"

There was silence on the other end of the phone.

"Miranda?' | said.

Suddenly Miranda was back. "Michelle'sin the hospital, Tom. It's bad. It's very bad. They think she has
brain damage. They think she might die. They have her on arespirator right now, and they're trying to
figure out what to do next. Y ou have to get out here now, Tom. She's at Pomona Valley Hospital. It's
right off the 10. Hurry up."

"All right," | said. "I'm on my way, Miranda."
"Hurry up, Tom." Miranda said.

"I will," | said.
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"Hurry," she said again, and then hung up.
After she hung up | realized her voiced sounded odd because she'd been crying.

Posted by john at 11:43 PM

Chapter Fourteen
This much we knew.

Michelle and Miranda arrived at the workshop of Featured Creatures, Inc., one of the special effects
houses working on Earth Resurrected, at 3:15. Miranda said that she and Michelle barely talked on the
way out to Pomona, or during the brief lunch they had at the El Loco Taco drive-in before heading out.
Michelle would answer questions asked her, but that was about it; after about ten minutes of this,
Miranda stopped trying to converse and switched the radio on to alight hits station.

They were met at Featured Creatures by Judy Martin, the technician who was going to plaster goo over
Michelle'sface. Miranda said that Martin looked somewhat dazed right from the beginning. Asit turned
out, Martin's husband had picked that day to announce to his wife that he was divorcing her, and that he
intended to marry her younger sister Helen, who, if she really had to know, was the one he'd always
been in love with, anyway. Martin had spent most of the day on the phone with her lawyer, her
traitorous sister, her mother, and the Ford deal ership at which she and her husband had just jointly
purchased an Explorer. She wanted to send it back.

Martin took Michelle and Miranda back through the workshop to aroom where the latex was to be
applied. The room, fairly small to begin with, was stuffed to the ceiling with monster body parts, motor
eguipment for creature models, and two gallon cans of latex. In a corner of the room was what |ooked
like adentist's chair, in which Michelle was to sit as the latex was applied to her face. Michelle sat in the
chair and was ready to go, when the workshop intercom paged Judy to the phone. It was the Ford
dealership. Martin went to the phone in the room, punched the flashing line button, and immediately
began screaming into the receiver. Miranda looked over at Michelle to roll her eyes. Michelle was just
staring out, blankly.

Ten minutes later, Martin slammed down the phone, hollered an obscenity at no onein particular, and
stalked back over to the chair to prepare Michelle. As she was doing so, she spoke to Miranda.

"Y ou're going to have to leave," she said. "You're going to get in my way."
"I'd rather stay," Miranda said.
"l don't care," Martin said "Get out.”
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Miranda flushed, a bad sign for whomever it was who caused the reaction. But before she could fully get
her dander up, Michelle spoke. "I want her to stay," she said.

"Thisisn't acommittee," Martin said.

"How about we do this," Miranda said. "Y ou stay. We leave. We explain to the producers that we | eft
because of you. The producers fire your company from the film. And then your company fires you."

At this point, Miranda swears, Martin actually snarled. Miranda grabbed a stool from one of the work
benches and took a seat. Michelle reached over for Miranda's hand. Miranda gave it.

About five minutes later, as Martin applied the latex, Miranda spoke up again. "How is she going to
breathe?' she asked, to Martin.

"What?' Martin said, spackling Michelle with afrosting knife.

"Y ou're about to cover her nose with latex." Miranda said. "Once you do that, Michelle won't be able to
breathe. Shouldn't you be thinking about these things?"

"Don't tell me my fucking job," Martin said, but went to find a couple of breathing straws for Michelle.
As Martin covered Michell€'s nose and eyes with latex, Michelle squeezed hard on Miranda's hand.
Miranda squeezed back.

After Martin finished, she stepped back and turned to Miranda. "That's going to take about three hours to
dry," she said. " She can't move between now and then."

"Where are you going?' Miranda asked.
"I have to make some phone calls," Martin said.
"Y ou should stay here," Miranda said.

"Why?' Martin said. "Y ou're here, aren't you?' She looked at Michelle again. "Y ou know, she's my
husband's favorite actress. He's such an asshole." And she walked out.

Over the next half hour, Miranda slowly aware that the chicken burrito she had at El Loco Taco was
doing terrifying thingsto her digestive tract. At first sheignored it, but near the end of the half-hour,
Miranda felt the line between discomfort and peritonitis had become tissue-thin.

"Michelle, | have to find a bathroom," she said.
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Michelle's grip on Miranda's hand suddenly became vise-tight.
“I'll go asfast as| can,” Miranda said, pried her hand loose, and went to find the bathroom.

It was back near the reception area. On the way there, she saw Martin in an office, screaming into
another phone. She thought about asking her to go back and check on Michelle. Then Martin grabbed
the phone and hurled it furiously across the room. Miranda decided against it. In the bathroom, Miranda
discovered just exactly what the burrito did to her; it was about ten minutes before she was done.

Miranda was walking back to the latex room when she saw Martin standing outside of it, with the door
open. As she got closer, Martin heard her steps, turned around and yelled. "It's not my fault!"

"What are you talking about?' Miranda said. Then she looked into the room and saw.

Michelle was out of a chair and sprawled on the floor for the second time that day. This time, however,
things were much worse. There was creature debris all over the floor. A can of latex lay on its side, its
contents flowing out. Miranda looked up and saw the wreckage of a set of shelves; they had collapsed.
Miranda's gaze went back down to the floor and she noticed a glint of red on the bottom of the latex can.
Then she noticed the small pool of blood near Michell€e's head.

"Oh shit," she said, and pushed Martin out of the way to get to Michelle.

Michelle sprawled face down; Miranda checked quickly to see if she had broken any bones, and then
turned her over. That's when she saw that Michell€'s breathing straws had fallen out and the latex had
closed up over Michell€'s nostrils. Michelle was suffocating.

Mirandaimmediately dug her fingersinto the latex and began tearing it off from Michelle's face. Her
lips were blue when Miranda ripped the latex away. Miranda got down in the latex and blood, reached a
hand underneath Michelle's neck to lift it up, then began mouth-to-mouth.

" She wasn't supposed to move!" Martin said.

"Damn it," Miranda said, and checked for Michelle's pulse. It was there, faint and fast. "Call 911," she
said, to Martin.

"Why weren't you watching her?' Martin demanded. "Thisisn't my fault.”

Miranda launched herself at Martin, grabbed her, and sslammed her against awall. "1 want you to do two
things," she said to the cowering Martin. "First, shut the hell up. Second. | want you to get on the phone,
call 911, and get an ambulance here, now. Do it, or | swear to you, I'll rip out your fucking heart. Do it.
Now."
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She let Martin go. Martin goggled at her for a second, then grabbed the phone and called 911. Miranda
got back down on the floor and kept up the mouth-to-mouth for another ten minutes, until the
paramedics arrived and pulled her off.

*kkkk*%k

What we didn't know is what happened between the time Miranda | eft and when she came back. The
most logical sequence of events has Michelle, claustrophobic, getting up from the chair in a blind panic,
accidentally running into the shelves, being knocked unconscious from the falling debris and then
suffocating when the latex covered her nostrils. It was the scenario that the Pomona police, in examining
the scene and questioning both Miranda and Judy Martin, latched onto and were going forward with.

There was one small problem. Miranda said that she didn't recall seeing the breathing straws around
Michelle when she was giving her mouth-to-mouth. This might mean nothing, of course: when you're
busily trying to save someone's life, you're not going to take the time to notice all the minutiae around
you. But it might also mean that the breathing straws came out earlier. And that opens up other
possibilities.

For Miranda, who had to be physically restrained by the paramedics from killing Judy Martin, the
answer was simple: Martin's slipshod preparation had allowed the breathing straws to fall out. Michelle,
frantic, reached for them, got up to get help, collided with the shelves, and got brained. | also thought
Miranda may have suspected Martin of pulling the straws herself, as misplaced revenge against her
estranged husband's favorite actress, but that was a little far-fetched for me.

My own suspicions were also far-fetched, but not nearly enough for my own comfort: | thought that
Michelle, in her depressed state, might have pulled the straws herself, in a melodramatic and not-too-
well-thought-out suicide attempt. Either she expected Miranda to come back and panicked when
Miranda didn't arrive on cue, or she was sincere, and halfway through realized that suffocation was a
nasty way to go. Either way, that's when she got up out of the chair.

And that'swhen | think her autosuggestion kicked in, knocking her out just in timeto crash into the
shelves. The only good thing | could possibly see out of this scenario was that she was already out of it
when she was hit by the can of latex. She would have felt no pain.

No matter how you dliced it, however, Michelle was lying in a hospital bed, respirator down her throat.

*kkk*%x

| arrived over an hour after Miranda called; when | announced on the set that | had to take Joshua with
me, | had to deal with both threats and begging on the part of the crew. | told them if they could do the
scene in exactly five minutes, | would wait. In the meantime, | called Carl's office and told Marcellato
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have him call me as soon as possible. After that, there was no one else to call; Michelle had been an only
child, and both her parents were dead. She wasn't married. Asfar as| knew, | was the person on the
planet closest to her. At that moment, that stuck me as the saddest thing I'd ever heard.

Joshua pegged the scene in one take, and immediately bounded towards my Honda; we screeched of f
without a goodbye and raced to the 210, got to the 10 by way of the 605, and then sat in evening rush
hour traffic for 45 minutes. Carl called; | filled him in on the situation, and he said he'd make some
phone calls. | had no idea what that meant, but it made me feel better. | eventually got off the 10 and
made it to the Pomona Valley Hospital on surface streets, quicker than if | had stayed on the freeway.

| understood the power of Carl's phone calls when | saw a man in asuit looking for me in the emergency
area.

"Tom Stein?' he said.

"Yes," | sad.

“I'm Mike Mizuhara," he said, extending his hand. | shook it. "Chief of staff for Pomona Valley."
"Whereis Michelle?' | asked.

"She'sin ICU right now; I'll take you to her immediately. But we have to do something with your dog,"
he pointed to Joshua.

"What? Oh. I'm sorry," | said. "l amost forgot he was with me."

"No problem," Mizuharasaid. "Why don't we take him to my office. He can wait there." We headed
toward his office.

"Has the press arrived yet?' | asked. | had been surprised not to see any reporters in the emergency
room; news of these sorts of things usually got around quickly.

"No press so far," Mizuhara said. "The paramedics didn't know who it was because she had awhole
bunch of stuff...latex?....all over her face when she came in. The doctors working on her either didn't
recognize her or didn't care who she was when they got all of it off her. Then | got a call from Carl about
it. We've got her registered under Jane Doe at the moment. She arrived just after a shift change. The next
shift changeis at two am. With any luck, we should be able to keep this quiet until morning. By that
time, our press folks will be ready. Carl also wanted meto let you know he's on his way himself as soon
as he can. He's asked usto clear a space for his helicopter in our parking lot."

"Carl isamazing," | said.
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"Sureis," Mizuhara said. "But then, | owe him one. He gave my son ajob at Century Picturesjust before
he left. Now my son is vice-president in charge of development. | never thought he'd ever get ajob. Carl
can use me any time. Here's the office," he opened the door.

| walked Joshua inside; Joshua gave me a significant look which | knew meant that he had something to
say to me. | asked Mizuharato give me a minute to reassure my dog and then bent down.

"What?' | said.

"Try to get mein to see Michelle at some point," Joshua said. "I can scan her if you want. Find out what
really happened, at least.”

"Thanks, Joshua," | said, and got up to go.
"Will he be okay in there?' Mizuhara asked.
"Sure," | said. "Don't worry. He's house-trained. Let's go see Michelle.”

Michelle was on the third floor, in a private room in ICU. Miranda was waiting in the hallway; she
rushed to me when she saw me coming.

"Oh, Tom," she said. "I'm so sorry. Thisis my fault. I'm sorry."
"Shhh," | said. "It's not anyone's fault. It'sal right.”

"Actually, Miss Escalon saved her life," Mizuhara said. "From what | understand, her mouth to mouth
kept Miss Beck alive until the paramedics got there."

"Hear that?' | said, to Miranda. "Y ou're alifesaver for sure. | think that deserves another raise, don't
you?"'

Miranda gave alittle laugh and then started crying again. | hugged her.

| spent afew minutes with Miranda, getting her version of events, and then went with Mizuharato see
Michelle. She was the only patient in a semi-private room with three beds. Her head was bandaged; the
sounds in the room were of a heart monitor and the sound of arespirator inflating and deflating. It was a
terrible thing.

The door opened and atall man in alab coat came through.

"Tom, thisis Doctor Paul Adams," Mizuhara said. "He's the one that worked on Michelle."
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We shook hands. "How is she?' | asked.

"She's not good," Adams said. "We don't know how long she was without oxygen, but we think she went
right up to the limit -- five or six minutes. Her heart activity isfine, but we haven't been able to get her
to breathe on her own. Her brain activity isvery low; | think it's very likely she's probably suffered some
permanent brain damage. She's in a comatose state now. | think we can expect her to come out of it at
some point, and then we can judge the extent of her brain injuries.”

"'At some point," | said. "What does that mean?’

"Hard to say," Adams said. "She could come out of it later today, or it could be weeks. It just depends.
The concussion she got," he pointed to the bandage, "doesn't help any, although it's actually the least of
her problems; it was fairly superficial. In and of itself, it would have knocked her out, but she would
have come out of it with nothing more than a bump and maybe some stitches. It was the lack of oxygen
to the brain that's the real problem. If you don't mind me asking, what the hell was she doing with latex
all over her face?"

"They were making a mask of her face for amovie," | said.

"So that's how they doit," Adams said. "Well, I'm no expert on these things, but | think they might want
to find another way to do it from here on out. That mask of hersjust about killed her."

"Dr. Adams," | said. "This may be offensive, but | hope you won't be going to the press with any of
this."

"You'reright, it is offensive,” Adams said. "But | understand your concern. The staff that worked with
me all understand that it's more important for Miss Beck to recover than it is to be shown in the National
Enquirer with atube down her throat."

"Thanks," | said.

"Of course," Adams said, and looked back at Michelle. "Don't expect too much from her over the next
couple of days," he said. "But if you can, talk to her. Let her hear familiar voices. That helps as often as
not. If she has any family, you should contact them and see if they can come as well."

"I'm afraid she has no family,” | said. "Although she has a dog. Would it be okay to bring himin to see
her?"

"I'd really rather not," Adams said. "It's aquestion of hygiene. Also of state law. Unlessit's a guide dog,
of course." We shook hands again and he departed.
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"I havetojoin Dr. Adams," Mizuhara said. "Carl should be arriving any minute now and we want to be
there to meet him." We shook hands as well, and he | eft.

| stayed in the room, staring at Michelle. Mirandawas in the hal, feeling guilty about Michelle's
situation, but if anyone had to shoulder the blame, | felt it should be me. If | had gone with her rather
than Miranda, this might not have happened. Michelle and | would be on our way to Mondo Chicken,
her to sulk in her oriental chicken salad, and me doing my best to cheer her up. It occurred to me that if
no one was closer to Michelle than me, than the reverse was aso probably true aswell. | couldn't think
of anyone | was closer to than her. Except possibly Miranda, who | had managed to drag into this mess
aswell.

| sighed to myself, and rested my head back against the wall. | had really managed to screw this one up.

After afew minutes, there was a knock on the door. Miranda poked her head through. "Carl is here," she
said.

| went out to see Carl, Mizuhara and Adams chatting about something or other. Carl turned to me when
he saw me. "Tom," he said, shaking my shoulder. "I'm terribly sorry. But you did right to call me. Mike
and | go back aways."

"So | heard," | said. "Los Angelesreally isasmall town."

"Yesitis," Carl said. "Tom, Mike and | were trying to decide what we should do next. My first
inclination isto move Michelle closer, perhaps to Cedars, but Mike and Dr. Adams think she'd best off
here."

"If it'saquestion of the quality of care..." Dr. Adams began.

"No, not at all," Carl said. "But in the next 24 hours you're going to be dealing with things you've never
had to deal with before. Photographers posing as maintenance workers and nurses. Fan vigils. Reporters
trying to interview everyone down to the cafeteria staff. It's a mess.”

"We've managed to keep thelid on it so far," Mizuharasaid. "And | think Dr. Adams will agree with me
when | say that the best thing for the patient is continuity of care. Additionally, I'm not comfortable with
moving her now. She's stable at the moment but she's certainly not out of the woods."

"We'd probably cause more of a commotion moving her than just keeping her here, anyway," Adams
said.

"Tom?" Carl said. "What do you want to do?"
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"I don't think I'm really qualified to answer that," | said.

All three of them stared at me for aminute. | suddenly became very uncomfortable.
"What?"' | asked.

"Y ou don't know, do you?' Carl said.

"Know what?' | said, looking at Carl, then Adams, and then Mizuhara.

"Tom, we had her insurance send over her information," Mizuhara said. "Discreetly, of course; | handled
the request myself. Most people have someone listed who has the right to make medical decisions for
them if they are unable to make the decisions themselves. Usually it's arelative or spouse or alongtime
companion."

"Sure," | said. I'd filled out insurance forms in my own time; if anything ever happened to me, my
mother would have to decide whether to unplug me or not.

"Well, Miss Beck doesn't have any of those," Mizuhara said.

"All right," | said. "So?"

"Tom," Carl said. "The person who Michelle authorized to make medical decisionsfor her isyou."
| found a chair and sat down.

"You realy didn't know?" Adams asked.

| shook my head. "No. No, | didn't."

“I'm sorry," Adams said. "It'sahard job to have."

"Tom," Carl said, again. "What do you want to do?"

| covered my face with my hands and just sat there for afew minutes, awash in guilt and grief. | felt my
actions had put Michelle here to begin with; now | was being asked to make decisions that could affect
therest of her life. | was going to need areally good cry when thiswas all over.

But not right now. | put my hands down in my lap.
"Well keep her here," | said.
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Now if | could just figure the rest of it out.

Posted by john at 11:44 PM

Chapter Fifteen

The leak, of course, was asimpossible to track as it was inevitable to occur. Sometime after the 2 am
shift change, one of the janitors or nurses or doctors hit the phones, waking up friends and relatives
because, after al, how often does the hottest female star in the United States come into your hospital in a
coma? At 3:35 in the morning, one of these friends or relatives called KOST-FM and requested to hear
"Your Eyes Tell Me," the hit theme song from Summertime Blues, because she heard Michelle Beck had
died. After the song played, another listener called in to say no, she wasn't dead, but she wasin acoma,
and she had heard that Michell€'s corneas were dlated to be given to Marlee Matlin, who was, after al,
deaf.

KOST happened to be the favorite morning radio station of Curt McLachlan, KABC's morning news
director, who was, at 3:35, getting into his car to head to work. The first thing he did was switch off
"Your Eyes Tell Me," because it was, by any objective standard, the single worst pop song of the
decade. The second thing he did was get on the car phone with his counterpart at Good Morning
America, which, at 6:37 Eastern Time, was just afew minutes away from air. GMA's news director
screamed at the video morgue to pull up clips of Michelle, and at some poor, groggy intern, 19 years old
and two days into her stint of slave labor, to ready a blurb for the hosts to announce on the air. Once
McLachlan got off the phone with Good Morning America, he called his own assignment editor out of a
sound sleep and told him to get working on a package. He flipped on the radio just in time to hear about
the corneas going to Marlee Matlin. This prompted another round of phone calls.

News of Michelle's death and/or coma hit the airwaves at 7:03 Eastern, 4.03 Pacific. The folks at GMA
had the presence of mind to stress that the report was from unconfirmed "radio sources'. It hardly
mattered. Newspaper and magazine entertainment editors up and down the Eastern seaboard of the
United States leapt from their breakfasts and called reporters at home, hollering their demand for
verification. It was the biggest potential star death since River Phoenix spasmed his life away in front of
the Viper Club.

My phone first rang at 4:13 am. It was the gossip columnist from the New York Daily News, looking for
verification. | hung up on her and disconnected my phone. Less than a minute later, my cel phone rang.
Then the other. | turned them both off and then realized my third cel phone was lost in the woods where
Joshua had left it. | reconnected my home phone, which immediately started ringing; | picked up the
receiver, dropped it back in the cradle, and then picked up again almost instantly, before it had a chance
to ring again. | called Miranda, apologized to her for waking her up, and told her to meet mein the
office. Then | called Carl, who, as it happened, was already up and on the phone.
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"I have the New York Times on call waiting, Tom," he said. "They said they couldn't reach you directly."

"I disconnected my phone," | said. My own call waiting was going off like mad, making the phone
sound like a Geiger counter.

"Good man," Carl said. "These guys are nothing but a pain in the ass. I'm fending them off for now.
What do you want to do ?"

"| was going to ask you that same question,” | said.

"Right now, we don't do anything,” Carl said. "I've got to call Mike and make sure they're ready for the
onslaught -- it's going to hit earlier than we expected. Y ou'll need to make a statement, though; let's
schedule it for noon and have no comments from anyone until then. Are you planning to go into the
office right now?'

"I was, yes," | said.

"Don't. Thefact that you're in the office at four thirty in the morning will only verify the situation. Get in
at your usual time. And be ready for the reporters. See you at eight, Tom," Carl said, and then hung up,
presumably to yell at the New York Times reporter that had the temerity to wake him up at home. | called
Miranda as she was getting out the door; she sounded grateful for the reprieve.

At PomonaValley, Carl's promised onslaught had already begun. The hospital switchboard was lighting
up with calls from reporters who were calling every Los Angeles area hospital trying to find the one that
was treating Michelle. Thiswas followed by calls from fans looking for the same thing. Thesein turn
were followed by both fans and reporters who had found out that Pomona Valley was in fact the hospital
they wanted; the reporters were invoking the First Amendment, and the fans their right to know about
their favorite star. These were followed by fans and reporters posing as family members. As Michelle
had no living family, this didn't get them very far.

Credit where credit is due: Mike Mizuharawas as good as hisword. He had the ICU ward sealed off;
everyone who stepped off the elevator or out of the stairwell was greeted by a Pomona city cop, who had
aprinted list. On the list was the name and, more importantly, the photograph, of every doctor, nurse and
staff member who had access to the fourth floor. Anyone who showed up on the fourth floor without
permission was quickly and efficiently arrested for trespassing.

By eight am, more than a dozen people, posing as doctors, nurses, or staff, were in the pokey. A couple
of them, from the tabloids, tried to bribe the officers. The officers were not amused; they had integrity,
and besides, Mike Mizuhara had informed them that any bribe would be matched, plus ten percent; |
later learned that Carl, who had bankrolled this effort, ended up shelling out nearly $25,000. The would-
be bribers ended up in the pokey like everyone else, their money confiscated as evidence.
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One amateur video guy, hoping to sell his tape to the afternoon tabloid shows, ssmply got on the elevator
and, when the door opened on the fourth floor, sprinted down the hall, yodeling, waving his video
camerawildly in hopes that aframe or two would later show Michelle in her bed. He was surprised
when the cop stationed at the stairwell popped up in front of him. He was even more surprised when the
cop shot him with ataser. He was given his props for the attempt, but went to the slammer anyway.

When it became clear that no one was getting onto the fourth floor, more drastic measures were
attempted: four people were arrested when they tried to trip the fire darms to cause an evacuation --
three by pulling the fire alarm, one by setting fire to that morning's edition of the Inland Daily Bulletin
and waving it at the smoke alarm. He was caught by an orderly's flying tackle; the tackle cracked his
skull on the floor. He was treated for concussion on the spot, and then transferred to the county jail
infirmary.

As Carl suggested, | went into work at the usual time. | took Joshua with me, at hisinsistence. "l want to
do something for you," he said, though he wouldn't explain what. On theway in, | flipped through the
radio stations. Nearly all the radio stations were talking about Michelle; on one, the DJwas lamenting
the fact that Michell€'s possible death brought down the number of people on earth worth screwing. On
another radio station, a caller had noted proudly that he had uploaded the faked picture of the three way
between Michelle, George Clooney and Gwenyth Paltrow onto every single pornographic Internet
newsgroup as a "tribute."

The entrance to Lupo Associates was swarmed with reporters, camera operators and sound men. As|
parked | saw Jim Van Doren near the periphery of the crowd, scanning the parking lot for my car; he
spotted it and started moving towards it. Some of the more alert camera operators followed him; within
seconds a stampede was coming toward my car.

"Oh, shit," | said.
"Let me out of the car," Joshua said. "Then follow me. Get ready to run."

| hopped out of the car and let Joshua out. Joshua hit the ground running and hurled himself at the
oncoming swarm, snarling and baring his fangs. There was chaos as members of the press retreated,
screaming, from Joshua's full frontal assault; suddenly a path miraculously appeared through them. | set
out at a sprint. Reporters, torn between being bitten by an angry dog and getting their story, hollered
guestions at me as they retreated; their sound people desperately swung their boom mikes towards me to
catch my response. At least one of the boom mikes connected with a camera operator. | heard a crunch
as a$75,000 video camera hit the ground but didn't stay to watch.

Joshua snarled one last snarl, then raced towards the agency entrance, getting there at the sametime as|
did. We were met at the door by Miranda, who unlocked it just long enough to let us through, and then
pushed it shut again the second we were inside.
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| turned around, expecting to see the reporters pressed up against the glass, shouting questions. Instead,
there was ariot going on in the parking lot. Apparently the cameraman who got whacked by the boom
mike had decided to take the cost of the damage out of the mike operator's hide. A couple of people were
trying to separate the two; the rest, drawn into the melee, were content to start swinging. There's
something deeply satisfying about watching some of the most overly-paid reporters in the country
slugging each other, pulling each other's hair, and kneeing each other in the groin.

"Tom, you should have been amovie star,” Miranda said. "Y ou sure know how to make a hell of an
entrance.”

"It's not me that did all that,” | said, still looking at the crowd. "Y ou can thank my furry friend Joshua
over there."

Off to the side of theriot, Jim Van Doren leaned against a car. He looked at the fight, then turned to look
at me. Then he saluted. What a kidder.

"Did you do that, Joshua?' Miranda said, in that voice you use with dogs. "What a good dog!"

Joshua barked happily.

*kkkk*k

| spoke to the press at noon, like we had planned. Carl had flown in Mike Mizuhara and Dr. Adams from
Pomona Valley; all four of uswere standing at a podium that had been put in front of the agency's
entrance. Slightly off to one side, Miranda sat, petting Joshua, who sat attentively, waiting for areporter
to get too far out of line. | wastold that the press announcement was being carried live on three of the
local stations and aso on the E! Channel. For some reason, | found this profoundly irritating.

Precisely at noon, | stepped up to the podium, tapped the microphone to make sure it was on, and got out
my prepared statement.

"Good afternoon,” | said, because at 30 seconds past noon, it was. "Since early this morning, the media
has been filled with rumors concerning the well-being of my client Michelle Beck. It has come time to
answer these rumors with the facts.

"First, and most important -- Michelle Beck is not dead nor is she near death. Rumors of her death have
been irresponsibly spread; let them end here.

"Second, yesterday, at about four pm, Miss Beck was involved in an accident during pre-production
work on Earth Resurrected. The accident caused her to be suffocated; first aid was administered at the
scene and Miss Beck was then taken to Pomona Valley Hospital, where she remains now.
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"Miss Beck has not regained consciousness since the accident, nor is there atimetable for her to do so.
After | am done, Dr. Adams, who treated Michelle when she came in, and Dr. Mizuhara, the chief of
staff of Pomona Valley, will give abrief medical update on Miss Beck's condition and will answer
guestions that relate to her medical condition.

"Those of uswho knew her are praying for her recovery and hope that her fans worldwide will also do
so. However, we ask that you do not attempt to visit her; she needs rest and quiet. Pomona Valley
Hospital and the Pomona Police Department will not hesitate to arrest and prosecute any unauthorized
attemptsto visit Miss Beck. Please respect this request: it's in Miss Beck's best interests.

"PomonaValley has also requested me to ask fans and admirers to stop sending flowers and fruit baskets
-- their waiting room is clogged and after this point they will just be thrown out. If you feel you must do
something, please write a check to the Pomona Valley Hospital general fund. | know that Michelle
would greatly prefer that to flowers -- these people are helping her and they deserve all our support.”

| folded up the prepared statement and asked if there were questions. Obvioudly, there were.

"What will happen to Michelleif she doesn't emerge from her coma?" asked the reporter from
Entertainment Weekly. "Will she stay on arespirator or will she eventually be disconnected?’

"We haven't even thought about that yet," | said. "Nor have the doctors at PomonaValley given us any
indication that's where things are going. Until we know her medical situation alittle better, it would be
premature to think about it."

"Who is the one that will eventually make that decision?' asked the anchor of Inside Story. "Her parents
or some other relative?’

"Michell€e's parents passed away a couple of years ago,” | said, "and she has no other family. When | got
to the hospital, | wastold that | was the person to whom she entrusted her emergency medical decisions
to. So | suppose if that decision has to be made, I'll be the one to make it."

This answer caused amild stir. | pointed to the reporter from the Los Angeles Times, but before she
could ask her question, someone in the back hollered a question.

"Do you think it's appropriate for you to make that decision?’
Everyone's head swiveled around. It was Jim Van Doren, of course.
"Excuse me?' | said.

"| said, do you feel it's appropriate for you to be the one that makes that decision? Y es, you're her agent,
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but recently, there's been some questions about your own work and the way you've treated some of your
clients. Do you really think it's wise for you to be the one who makes this life-or-death decision?"

Over to the side of me, | could hear Joshua growling lowly. | knew how he felt.

"Listen," | said. "l never asked to be the one Michelle gave this responsibility to. Drs. Adams and
Mizuhara can tell you how surprised | was when | wastold about it. Would | have wanted this
responsibility? No. Will | refuse it now? No."

"Uh-huh," Van Doren said. "Are you the beneficiary of her estate?’
"What?' | said.

“I'm just thinking here," Van Doren said. "If you're the person she trusts with her life, you're probably
the person that'd benefit from her death. She just got $12 million for Earth Resurrected; that's alot. So
are you the beneficiary? Or will that be a surprise, too?"

The crowd of reporters erupted. | just stood there, blinking, stunned that Van Doren could just casually
imply that | was a crazed murderer. On the other hand, he was driving me insane, and if he'd beenin
reach, | probably could have killed him right there. Van Doren just stood there, with alittle smile that
said gotcha.

| was still gripping the side of the podium when Carl tapped me and gently dislodged me from where |
was standing. Miranda came up to me and pulled me back away. Joshua looked up at me worriedly. |
heard Carl speaking to the reporters -- "Let's try to keep our eye on the ball, here...," he began -- and
then wheeled around into the building.

| stormed into my office and went to my office closet. Miranda came in about a second afterwards,
followed by Joshua.

"What are you doing?' Miranda asked.

"Tony Baltz got me a set of golf clubslast Christmas,” | said, rummaging. "I'm going to take one and put
adivot in Van Doren's head. What do you think? The five iron? Or maybe the nine. Or the putter, right
between the eyes."

"I don't think that would be very helpful,” Miranda said.

"Oh, | think it would," | said. | emerged with the seven iron in my hand. "It would make me feel alot
better."
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"Only for aminute,” Miranda said. "But | have to warn you, prison isjust one long bummer."

| burst into tears. No one was more surprised than |. Miranda rushed over and held me, returning the
favor from the day before, when | had done the same for her.

“I'msorry,” | said. "It's not every day that I'm accused of murdering my client."
"Oh, shut up," Miranda said gently, cupping my face in her hand. "Y ou didn't kill her, did you?"
"Of course not,” | said.

"Well, then," Miranda said. "Don't let it bother you. Tom, you did more for Michelle than anyone else
ever would have. You're agood man, Tom. Everybody knowsit. | know it. Y ou're agood man."

| kissed Miranda. No one was more surprised than I.
“I'm sorry," | said. "l don't know what I'm thinking."
"Oh, shut up," Miranda said, and kissed me back.

After acouple of minutes of this, Joshuawhined, which | think is was doggie equivalent of clearing
one's throat to remind others you are there.

"Spectator,” | said.
"He'sadog,"” Mirandasaid "He doesn't care.”
"You'd be surprised,” | said.

The situation became academic a second later, when there was a knock. Miranda and | disentangled
ourselves as Carl came through the door.

"I've got Mike and Adams at the podium now," he said. "Are you al right?*
“I'm severely pissed off, but other than that, I'm fine," | said.
"Be prepared to be pissed off alittle more," Carl said. "Brad Turnow's on his way over."

My brain fuzzed a second before | realized he was talking about the producer of Earth Resurrected. "Oh,
Christ, what apain,” | said.
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Mirandalooked at me and then at Carl. "What does Brad want?' she asked.
"Hismoney back," | said.

"Hisstar isin acoma,” Carl said. "He's going to have to get someone else to play the part. He'll figure
that, since Michelleislaid up, it'sonly fair he should get his money back."

"What ajerk,” Miranda said.
"Do you want any backup?' Carl said, to me. "We could gang up on him."
"No," | said. "It'sall right. | can handle him."

"That'swhat | like to hear," Carl said. "Kick his ass a couple of times. He'll be here at 1:15. That leaves
you two about an hour to smooch."”

| think | blushed; Miranda, who is made of sterner stuff, merely smiled. "Mr. Lupo, with all due respect
to your position, that's just none of your damned business," she said.

"On the contrary," Carl said, smiling back. "I didn't get where | am today by not noticing these sorts of
things. Come on, Joshua," he said, motioning to the dog. "Whether it's my business or not, | know when
I'm not wanted ."

*kkkk*%k

"It's aterrible thing that happened to Michelle," Brad said, stating the obvious.
"Yes, itis," | sad.
"I mean, my God," Brad said. "I'd hate for it to happen to me."

My eyes flicked over to the clock on my phone. For five minutes now, Brad had been finding new and
not-so-exciting ways to restate the obvious point that Michelle wasin aworld of hurt. | was giving him
another minute before | worked him over with a golf club.

The question is whether Brad would be missed. Somehow | doubted it. Up until Murdered Earth, Brad
was a distinctly lower-rung producer, cranking out cheesy, low-production value science fiction and
adventure epics that would just about break even in the theaters and then eke out a profit in the video
store afterlife: the sort of films you make when you're either on your way up or down the Hollywood
food chain, but never when you're anywhere near the top. Murdered Earth was the exception because for
once, Brad managed to get lucky with a star who was breaking into the stratosphere. That was Michelle,
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of course; the studio estimated that Michelle's presence in the film added $55 million to the $85 million
domestic take. Having seen Murdered Earth, | personally gave Michelle credit for another ten million or
SO.

But with a hit movie under his belt, Brad was now a mid-rung producer looking to move up the ladder a
little more. Earth Resurrected was going to do it for him, or so he thought. Now that Michelle was down
and his production suddenly air-braking into oblivion, Brad wanted to do what he could before the
whole thing derailed and sent him crashing back down into the ranks of a straight-to-video producer.
Which meant getting someone else for the part and trying to recoup on his |osses.

If I werein his position, I'd probably try to do something like what he was doing. Of course, | wouldn't
have given Michelle $12 million, either. Be that asit may, | could sympathize with his situation. The
problem was, he was about to try to screw my client. Sympathize or not, there's no way | was going to
alow that.

"Look, I'll tell you why I'm here," Brad said.

"I'd appreciate that,” | said.

"It's terrible what's happened to Michelle,” Brad said again. Below hisview, | was groping for the 7-
iron. "But it also creates areal problem for Earth Resurrected. Tom, we're just about ready to roll, and

we can't wait too much longer. Hell, we've aready got the special effects crews working on some
scenes, and the second unit's out shooting."

| sat there silently, waiting for Brad to continue. He wanted me to be openly sympathetic to his plight,
which | was not willing to do. After afew seconds of waiting for me to say something, he went on.

"Thereal problemisAllen Green," Brad said. "In our contract, we committed to a start date, and if we
miss that start date by more than aweek, he can walk, with hisfull paycheck. Pay or Play. That's 20
million, shot right down the tubes. The start date'sin ten days, Tom. Even if Michelle comes out of her
comatoday, she's not going to be ready to go in ten days. Y ou know that."

Again, | said nothing. Why make it easy?

Finally, Brad said what he came to say. "We have to replace Michelle, Tom. I'm sorry, but we can't
wait."

"The reason you paid $12 million for her was because you thought she was indispensable,” | said. "I
don't see how that's changed. She's alot more indispensable than Allen Green. She's the only person
who'll have been in both films."

"She was indispensable,”" Brad said. "Don't get me wrong, Tom, | want her to bein the film. But she'sin
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acomal And everybody knowsit."

The subtext here: since everyone knows Michelle'sin a coma, no one will actually expect her to bein
the sequel anymore. It can be used as an excuse to replace her without anyone complaining. It'safair
enough assessment, although it left unanswered the question of who would go see the sequel, good
excuse or not, if the reason that over two-thirds of the audience went to see the original isn't there
anymore.

"If you're going to replace her, you must have someone lined up already, Brad," | said.
"We do," he said.

"Gee," | said. "That was fast. Michelle hasn't been in acoma awhole day yet."

Brad flushed at that one. "I told you, we're under some time pressure here,” he said.
"Youdid," | agreed. "Who isit?"

"Charlene Mayfield," Brad said. "Y ou've heard of her?"

| had, barely. Charlene was a clone of Michelle, which is not saying all that much, as blonde, perky
types are fairly endemic in these here parts. Charlene played a waitress on one of those sitcoms that acts
asasacrificial offering against NBC's Thursday night lineup and is thus canceled after six or thirteen
episodes; if you weren't actually in the business, you'd probably have no ideawho sheis.

"She's going to be great," Brad said. "I think she'll be able to step right into the part. Not that she could
ever truly replace Michelle, of course,” he added hastily.

"Of course," | said.

"So," Brad said. "Are there any problems? Y ou understand where we're coming from?'
"No, | have no problems," | said. "Y ou're on atight schedule, | understand."

Brad smiled. "That's really great to hear, Tom. | knew you would understand.”
"Thanks," | said.

"Thereis one other issue," Brad said.

"Shoot," | said.
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"It's about Michelle's salary."
"What about it?"

"WEell, seeing as Michelleis no longer on the film, there's some question about salary disbursement,”
Brad said.

"What question?' | said . "Y ou already mailed me the check. I've already handed it over to our
accountants to be processed. It's been disbursed, so | don't see how there could be a question about it."

"Well, that'sjust it," Brad said, uncomfortably. "I think you can see what I'm getting at here."
“I'm afraid | can't,” | said. "You'd better spell it out for me, Brad."

He squirmed. It was fun to watch.

"Look," he said. "We'd like you to return the salary.”

"Oh, isthat all?' | said. "Heck. That's easy. The answer isno."

"What?'

"No."

"No?'

"What part of that two letter word don't you understand, Brad?' | asked. "Was it the vowel that threw
you, or the consonant?"

"God damn it, Tom," Brad said. "Thisisn't ajoke. You can't just expect us to walk away from twelve
million dollars."

"I can," | said. "l do. You hired Michelle for ajob. Now, through no fault of her own, you have decided
you want someone elsein the role. I'm fine with that. But inasmuch as Michelle did nothing to warrant
her dismissal, | don't see how you could begrudge her her salary as severance pay."

"Jesus Christ," Brad said. "The girl'sin afucking comal”

"Yes, sheis," | said. "One that was brought about by the negligence of one of your crew members."
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"That's not true," Brad said. "That woman worked for Featured Creatures."

"Which worked for you," | said. "You hired them, Brad. The legal line of responsibility goes right back
to you."

"I think that could be argued," Brad said.

"You couldtry,” | said. "It'll take you about two years to get a court date. In the meantime, I'm sure our
legal department could probably hold up the start of your production a couple of weeks. Maybe a month,
if we haveto."

"You'reareal son of abitch,” Brad said.
"Hey," | said. "I'm not the one trying to screw someonein acoma.”

Brad decided to try another tactic. "Tom, look. It's not a matter of me not wanting to do right by
Michelle. Y ou know | want to."

"That's good to hear, Brad," | said.

"But now we're paying two actresses for the same part. We have to have some economies of scale going
on here."

"So you're paying Charlene Mayfield $12 million?" | asked.

"Well, of course not that much," Brad said. "But we're paying her quite a bit."
"How much?" | asked.

"Well, | can't really discussit," Brad said.

"Hmmm." | said. | buzzed Miranda. "Miranda, how much is Charlene Mayfield getting for Earth
Resurrected?' | asked.

"One hundred seventy five thousand dollars," Miranda said. "According to her agent, who | just called.”
"Redlly," | said. "Do we know if she's making any gross points?’

"Of course sheisn't,” Miranda said. "Although she's apparently getting a point on the net."

Net points are a promise of the percentage of profits the film makes, should it ever make it into the

file:///K |/eMul e/Incoming/John%20Scal zi %20-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (164 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:47



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

black; as opposed to gross points, which are a straight percentage of the film's haul at the box office.
Since studio bookkeeping is such that even afilm that makes a quarter of a billion dollarsin domestic
box office can run deeply into the red, net points are rarely if ever given -- they're what you're given if
you're gullible, stupid, or the screenwriter.

"A whole point on the net,” | said, looking directly at Brad.

"That'sright,” Miranda said. "That'll be worth at least a case or two of Fresca." | thanked her and signed
her off.

"Wow, Brad, a hundred seventy five thousand dollars,” | said. "Aren't you the generous one. That's
nearly as much as you're going to pay for your second unit catering. Good thing | had Mirandalistenin
on the conversation and double-check that salary for us.”

"That was adirty trick," Brad said.
"It's not dirty, it's called looking out for my client's well-being."

"Isit about your percentage?' Brad said. "Because if itis, I'm willing to deal. What if | said you could
keep your ten percent, clear? No questions.”

| rubbed my forehead. It was barely 1:30, and | wastired already.

"Look, Brad," | said. "What say we cut the shit, because I'm having areally bad day, and you're not
making it any better."

Brad blinked. "All right."

"Good," | said. "The fact of the matter is, you're not getting the twelve million back. Theway | figureit,
since you are the one who indirectly put her into the coma, it's the very least you can do. It's possible
that if wetook it to court, you might get that money back. But in the meantime you will have tanked
your entire movie production. What is it budgeted at? 80 million? 90 million?"

"83 million, counting salaries." Brad just about spat the word salaries.

"83 million against twelve million is a bad bet any day, Brad. And that's not counting the money you're
going to throw down the lawyer hole. Our lawyers are on staff. We don't pay them any extra. And, of
course, we're not even talking about the counter-suits we'll throw back at you for negligence and
violation of contract. Not to mention the other suits that will be filed against you by the studio and your
other investorsif you close down production. Make no mistake, Brad, you're going to get fucked. Y ou
won't be ableto sit for ayear.”
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Brad bristled, which is exactly what | wanted him to do. 1'd gotten into the sensitive area where males
feel threatened and will make stupid, macho statements just so they'll feel their balls are still attached. |
was hoping that Brad would grope for histesticles.

Sure enough, he did. "Don't you threaten me, you little asshole," Brad said. "If you want a court fight, I'll
giveit to you. You'll spend so much time giving depositions you'll forget what the sun looks like. Don't
think | don't have what it takes to win this."

"I don't doubt that you'd try, Brad. But let me scope out a scenario for you. Y ou go to court to snatch
money away from an actor who your own negligence has managed to put in acoma. Y ou tank the film
you're working on to do it. Let's say that somehow you manage to win. Fine. Y ou get your twelve
million back, and you go back to your offices to get ready to do another movie...and no one will work
with you."

Brad's eyebrows knitted. "What do you mean?"

"I mean no one will ever work with you again. Actors won't want to work with you, because you've
given the clear signal that you don't give a shit about them. Agents won't want to work with you,
because they'll never be sure you won't try to dick their clients around. Studios won't want to work with
you because you'll have made it clear that you value your pride over their money. Which is not an
attitude they want to know about. You will never work in this town again. Never."

Brad looked like he'd been kicked in the balls. Which, in away, he had. "Y ou don't know that for sure,”
he said.

| leaned forward in my chair, over my desk, closeto Brad'sear. "Try me," | whispered.

| sat back. Brad sat there, stunned, for agood minute. The he got up, spun out of his chair, stalked
around the office a couple of times, sat back down, and started gnawing on his thumb.

"Fuck!" he finally said.
It was over. | won.

Now was the time to get him back to our side. "Brad," | said. "Y ou don't want to have the money back.
Y ou think you do right now because you're cheap and you're in apanic. But it's penny wise and pound
foolish. In the long run, you're going to look good by letting Michelle keep it."

Brad smirked. "Somehow | doubt that," he said.

"Such little faith," | said. "Try this one on: today, as you may or may not know, | was casually accused
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of setting up my client for her accident.”
"| watched that in the office, right before | called,” Brad said. "What an asshole.”

"You havenoidea" | said. "What if we say that | set up this meeting in a panic, and begged you to take
the twelve million back? That way, from my point of view, any suspicion would be off of me, because
I'd have no financial reason to off my client."

Brad looked at me strangely. "This benefits you, but I'm waiting to see how it benefits me."

"It benefits you, Brad, because you angrily refuse to accept the money back. How dare | assume that just
because Michelleisin acoma, that'd you'd snatch the money back. We can say that in addition to
refusing the money, you demanded that if Michelle didn't recover, that | donate the money to brain
trauma research. Say, fund a professorship at UCLA Medical School or some such.”

"What were you going to do with the money, if you don't mind me asking?"'

| gestured to the heavens with my hands. "Damn it, Brad. | don't know that she left me her money. Even
if shedid, | sure as hell don't want it. If it got given to me, that's probably what I'd do with it. Yes, that's
what | would do. But my point hereis -- this idea came from you. Y ou look good because you took a
stand for Michelle."

"And you throw the scent off of yourself."

"There isthat added benefit, yes."

Brad thought about it. "And you'll say that thisiswhat happened?"
"No, Brad," | said. "Thisiswhat happened. At least, as | remember it."

Brad smiled, even though I'm sureit hurt to do it. "Y ou sure are a piece of work, Tom. All right, keep
the twelve."

"And her gross points."
"Oh, come on, Tom," Brad said. " Stop with the kicking."
"Tell youwhat," | said. "I'll drop our twelve gross pointsif you give Charlene Mayfield six."

"What do you care?' Brad said. "She's not even your client.”
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"Brad, you moron," | said. "They're not from me. They're from you. Remember the concept: Make Brad
Look Good."

“Oh. All right.”

"Great," | said, leaned back and closed my eyes. | was getting a headache. When | opened them again,
Brad was still sitting there, looking pensive.

"Something on your mind, Brad?' | asked.
"Hmmm? No, just thinking about the accident. It's aterrible thing, you know."
"I know," | said. "We've been through this."

"No, | know," Brad said. "l was just thinking about why we were having the mask made in the first
place.”

"Y ou were going to have her head explode, or something, | thought,” | said.

"Well, not really that," Brad said. "It's for this scene in the film where the alien overlord is trying to get
control of Michell€e's body -- we were going to have the overlord stick his tentacles in her mouth and
ears as away to get to her brain. Really disgusting, of course -- eyeballs popping and mouth really huge
and all that. Obviously we couldn't do any of those effects with Michelle's real face."

"Glad that you recognize that, Brad."

"We could have used digital effects, but those things are expensive," he said, apparently oblivious to the
fact that his latex mask had, in fact, just cost him twelve million dollars. He grinned suddenly, a rueful
grin. "You know, | could have used that alien overlord right about now."

"What do you mean?' | said.

"Oh, nothing," Brad said, waving me off. "I was just free-associating. If our alien overlord was real, then
it wouldn't matter if Michelle wasin acomaor not. He'd just suck her brain out, plop himself in, and do
the part himself. No one would know any better. Michelle€'s not exactly Meryl Streep. Would have saved
me money, anyway."

Brad caught alook at my face. "Jesus, Tom," he said. "I'm sorry. That was probably not the nicest thing
| could have said right about now. Sorry if | just upset you. You al right?'

"I'mfing," | said. "I'm sorry, Brad. | just had athought myself."
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Posted by john at 11:45 PM

Chapter Sixteen

The door to the fourth floor of Pomona Valley Hospital opened, and | was confronted by the face of
officer Bob Ramos.

"Hi, Mr. Stein," he said.

"Hi, Bob," | said.

"Nice dog you have there," Officer Ramos said.

Joshua did his best stupid dog grin.

"Not my dog, it's Michelle's," | said. "I thought he might help bring her out of it. Y ou know."

"Sure," Ramos said. "I guess we can pretty safely say you don't want Dr. Adams to know about it,
right?

"Right," | agreed. "I'm not visiting at two in the morning just because I'm not sleepy.”
"Got it," Ramos said.

"By theway," | said. "I've got something for you." | pulled out a CD that I'd been carrying under my
arm.

Ramostook it. "What is this?'

"Y ou mentioned that your daughter was afan of Tea Reader's,” | said. "So | thought she might like to

have an autographed copy of the CD. See, look, it's even made out to ‘Maria.™ | didn't tell Ramos that

the CD had in fact been autographed by Miranda. The chances of Tea Reader herself doing me afavor
these days were slim and fast approaching none.

"Well, that was really nice of you to do that," Ramos said. "My little girl is going to be thrilled right out
of her socks. You're areal stand-up guy, Mr. Stein."

"It'snothing," | said. "Glad to do it. Is anyone else in with Michelle?"

"I've been here since midnight and no one's come through except for the nurse," Ramos said. "You
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might check with Officer Gardner. She's over at the stairs. Been there since 11."

“That'sal right," | said. "I'm just going to pop in for a couple of minutes. You'll et me know if the nurse
comes by again?'

"Sure," Ramos said. "I'll make alot of noise. Give you enough time to hide the dog in the can.”
"Thanks, Bob," | said, and then headed down the hall with Joshua.

The door to Michelle's room had been left open. Inside, a cone of light illuminated Michelle, whose bed
had been positioned so she was reclining rather than lying down directly. The rest of the room was dark,
and the other two beds in the room, still empty, had their curtains closed around them. | closed the door,
and then went over to Michelle. She was unchanged: comatose and on arespirator. | felt afresh wave of
guilt.

"Tom," Joshua said. "l can't do anything from down here."
"Do you want to get on the bed?' | asked.

"No, that'd be mighty uncomfortable," Joshua said. "Grab me one of those visitor's chairs and put it near
the head of the bed, please."

There was one near the bed on my side; | wheeled it around to Joshua's side, to avoid him accidentally
knocking over the IV. He asked me to turn it around so that the back faced the bed; when | had done so,
he jumped up on the chair and propped himself up on the back of the chair, putting himself on alevel
with the bed.

"That'll probably be close enough,” Joshua said.
"Are you going to be able to reach her?" | asked.

"Sure," Joshua said. "Ralph's body istotally gone now, you know. It'sal me. I can make tendrils now. It
still helpsto be close, of course. Now | have to figure out where to enter her head -- she's got so many
tubesin her. | think I'll go through the ears. Thisis going to take a couple of minutes, so don't talk to me
for afew. I'm going to have to concentrate."

With that, Joshua made sure he was securely positioned, and closed his eyes. Then his face disappeared.
His snout elongated and became the transparent goo that Y hergjks were usually made of. It looked like a
glass elephant trunk. The trunk waved in the air for a second, asif tasting the air, and then made its way
to Michelle's head. An inch above her face, the trunk split in two; each tendril wandered casually over to
an ear, then covered it. Michelle looked like she was wearing headphones that were attached to a
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headless dog.

The scene was so surreal that | lapsed into mute gawking. It took Joshuato bring me out of it.
"Tom," hesaid, "l think we have company."

"What?' | said.

"Turn around."

| did. Miranda stood there, abook in her hands. Behind her, the curtain was pulled back from one of the
vacant beds. Miranda was looking past me, at the scene of Joshua and Michelle. Her eyes were wide and
black, and she had the expression you get when you're seeing something horrifying and you hope you're
dreaming.

"Miranda," | said.

Miranda glanced over at me, not really seeing me at first. Then | could almost hear her brain click asto
who | was, where she was, and that she, in fact, was not dreaming. She opened her mouth and took a
sharp intake of breath. In one more second, | knew, it would come out as the loudest scream | had ever
heard.

| leapt at her. | clamped my hand over her mouth and turned her around. Then | picked her up and
sprinted to the bathroom with her, kicking, in my arms.

Behind me, | heard Joshua say, in a conversational tone of voice, "If she screams, we're fucked, Tom.
Cam her down." The conversational tone of voice was simply so that it couldn't be heard outside the
room -- Joshua's voice was as tense as I'd ever heard it. As| shoved Mirandainto the bathroom, | caught
awhiff of something rotten and realized that Joshua was screaming -- just in his own language. | closed
the bathroom door behind me, locked it, and hit the light switch to start the fan.

In shoving her into the bathroom, | had accidentally pushed Mirandainto the sink. Her aborted scream
went out of her with a whuff; her book went flying. She reeled sideways, colliding with the tub. |
reached for her to help her regain her balance; Miranda grabbed me, ducked her head down, and
launched herself into my abdomen. It felt like | had been hit by a cannonball, and the impact slammed
me up against the door -- | felt myself bounce off of it. | couldn't breathe and went down to thetiles.

Miranda was now pushing me away from the door, trying to unlock it. I lurched up from the floor,
grabbed her around the waist, and pulled her to the floor with me. On her way down, Miranda cracked
me in the eye with her elbow. There was a mushrooming sensation of pain behind my eyeball; | was
pretty sure | was going to be blinded for life. But | held on, rolled over on top of Miranda, pinned her
arms with my legs, and used my weight to pin her down. Miranda opened her mouth to scream again. |
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reached down to cover her mouth. Her head dodged sideways and then flicked back; she caught the side
of my hand in her mouth and bit down, hard. | had to bite the side of my cheek to keep from screaming
myself.

"Miranda," | said, gritting my teeth. "Thisisreally beginning to hurt."
Mirandalet go of my hand; | pulled it up and started shaking it in pain.
"Thank you."

"Get off of me, now," Miranda said.

"I will," | said. "But you have to promise me not to scream."

“Tom, | want to know what the fuck that thing was out there."

"That's good," | said. "Because | want to tell you. Now | just need you to promise me you're not going to
run screaming. Okay?"

Miranda nodded her assent. | gladly collapsed off of her and leaned my back against the door, clutching
my hand. | could feel the blood; | wasn't yet mentally prepared to look at it and see the carnage. Miranda
got up slowly, never taking her eyes off me, and perched on the tub; she was preparing to make a hole
through me if she had to in order to escape. | had been lucky to catch her by surprise. In areal fight, she
could have sent me to the hospital. Fortunately, we were already there.

"Explain," she said.

"Remember Joshua?' | said.

"The dog?' she said.

"No, the other Joshua," | said. "Well, actually, yes, the dog Joshua, too. They're both the same person.”
Mirandalooked at me very dangerously. | held my hand up.

"Start over," | said, took a second and then started again. "Y ou remember that secret project Carl has me
doing."

"Yes."
"The project is about aliens. Space aliens. They had contacted Carl. He wanted me to find away to
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introduce them to the world. That thing out there is one of them."

"Joshua," Miranda said.

"Yes," | said. "He was an alien first, and then he took over the body of a dog named Ralph. Long story."
"What isit doing to Michelle?' Miranda asked.

"He's scanning her brain,” | said. "Trying to seeif she's ever coming out of the coma.”

Miranda shook her head violently. "This doesn't make any sense."

| laughed, weakly. "If you have a more rational explanation, Miranda, I'd loveto hear it." | finally got up
enough courage to look at my hand. It was covered in blood; Miranda looked to have ripped out afairly
large chunk.

Miranda noticed it too. "My God, Tom, you're bleeding," she said.
"I know," | said. "I think | have a black eye, too. Our first fight. Remind me never to piss you off again."

Miranda came off the tub, helped me up, and walked me over to the sink. She turned on the water and
put my hand under it; | just about jumped out my skin from the pain.

"Sorry," Miranda said. " Sorry about everything, Tom. | just didn't know what was going on. | still don't."
"What were you doing here, Miranda?' | asked. "The officer at the front said no one was here."

Miranda shrugged and started soaping the wound, which hurt like you wouldn't believe. "Dr. Adams said
that we should talk to her, that it might help bring her back out. | figured | would come read to her. |
brought Alice in Wonderland, if you can believeit. | got here about eight. Around eleven | got tired. It
was along day. | didn't think anyone would mind if | took a nap."

The blood had been pretty much washed away; with it gone the wound appeared much less severe than it
had seemed. Miranda grabbed a washcloth from the rack near the tub, folded it once, and pressed it over
the wound.

"Hold it there for awhile," she said. "It doesn't look that bad. | don't think you'll need stitches.”
"That'sarelief," | said. "It would have been alittle difficult to explain how it happened.” It was an

attempt at humor, but Miranda wasn't biting. So to speak.
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"Tom," she said. "Y ou said that he was scanning her brain."
"That'sright," | said.
"What happens then?' she asked.

"Well, if it looks like she'll come out of it, he'll do what he can to help her. He's got the experiences of
thousands of his people, Miranda. One of them has to have been a doctor or a scientist that could make
guesses on how to do that."

"What if she has permanent damage, Tom? What if she's never going to come out of the coma?"
| took a deep breath. "Then I'm going to ask Joshua to inhabit her body."

Miranda drew back. "What?" she said, rather too loudly.

"Keepit down,” | said.

"Keep it down?' Miranda said. "We're talking about Michelle's life, and now that thing wants to take it
so he can have the body? Don't you have a problem with that?"

"Miranda," | said. "If Michelle's never coming out of the coma, she's already dead. Brain dead, at |east,
with her body kept alive by a machine. She's gone. And if that's the case, then there's an opportunity to
make her death at least have some meaning, an opportunity for something historic."

"It's body snatching," Miranda said.
"Not any more than organ donation," | said. "Look, Miranda, the Y hergik --"
"The what?"'

"The people who Joshua come from," | said. "They're called the Y hergk. In their natural form, they ook
like Jell-O globs. People will be terrified of them. But if they could see them in human form first, it
would make it easier. We need a Trojan horse, Miranda. Something that will allow the Y hergik to make
it through the door of human consciousness without terrifying humanity half out of its brain. Think how
you just felt out there; now multiply that by six billion. We need a Trojan horse.”

"The Trojan horse wasn't so great for the Trojans," Miranda said.

"It'sjust an analogy,” | said.
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"How do you know Joshuawon't just say she's not coming out the coma, so he can get control of the
body?' Miranda asked.

"Because he doesn't know I'm going to ask himto do it,” | said. "Thisisn't hisidea, Miranda. It's mine."

Miranda slumped back down onto the tub and pressed both hands against her head, as if to keep it from
exploding. "I think I'min shock," she said. "I can't feel anything. | don't know what to make of what
you're saying to me."

| knelt down until | was at her level and took her hand. "If you were in shock, you wouldn't know you
were in shock, Miranda,” | said. "I think you're going to bejust fine. Listen, | know how sudden this
feels. When Carl introduced me to Joshua, it was the same thing -- just threw me right into the deep end.
He trusted me to be able to swim. | trust you to be able to swim, Miranda. And I'm going to need you to
help me from here on out. I've had to deal with thisthing by myself -- Carl gave it to me because he
couldn't be seen handling it, and | couldn't get help from anyone else. Now you know. | need you to help
me. | need you, Miranda. Okay?'

"Oh, God, Tom," Miranda said. "If | knew the job was going to be this tough, | would have asked for
more up front."

"Hey," | said. "I already got you two raisesin the last few weeks. Don't push it."
Miranda laughed that time. She had a very nice laugh.

*kkk*%x

"Good to see you're both alive," Joshua said, as we returned to the bed. "I was worried there for awhile.
It sounded like a cat got caught in adryer."

"We got it worked out," | said.
"Good thing, too," Joshua said. "Because from the look of it, Tom, she kicked your ass."
"I pulled my punches," | said.

"I'm sure you did," Joshua said, dryly. "Hello, Miranda. Sorry about the surprise. I'm afraid you're not
seeing me at my best. | really do look nicer with a head. But then, really, don't we all."

"Hello, Joshua," Miranda said. "1 hope you don't mind if it takes me alittle while to get used to this all."

"No problem," Joshua said. "Personally, I'm glad you're in on the secret. Tom could use a better brain
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than the one he's got."
"Enough with the insults,” | said. "Have you found anything?’

“I'm afraid | have," Joshua said. "l have bad news and worse news. Do you have a preference to which
you want to hear first?"

My heart sank. Miranda reached over and took my hand. "Might as well tell me the worse news,” | said.

"She's gone, Tom," Joshua said, bluntly. "From what | can tell, large chunks of her brain had already
died before Miranda got to her. She was down along time. It's pretty obvious, actually; I'm surprised
that the doctors here haven't aready told you. They probably want to do a couple more CAT scansto be
sure. But I'msure. It'samessin here. I'm sorry, Tom. | really am."

"Isn't there anything you can do?' Miranda said. "Tom said that you have the experience of doctors and
scientists. Can't you do anything?"

"It's not a question of expertise, it's a question of raw materias,” Joshua said. "Michelle'sbrainis
severely damaged, and the damage affects a wide range of functions. It's not like a stroke, where the
damage islocalized, and the brain might find some way to route around the damage. Here, if | wasto try
to route around damage, 1'd only come across more damage. They're never going to get her lungs
pumping again on their own, and from where I'm at, most of the parts of the brain that control thingslike
her liver and kidneys look to be non-functioning. 1'd expect that in another day or so, you'll be told they
expect liver and renal failure within afew days. I'm sorry, Miranda. If | could do something, | would.
But there's nothing to do."

"What parts of her brain do work?" | asked.

"WEell, her heart's still pumping, so that tells you something," Joshua said. "Her digestive tract is fine, not
counting the liver or kidneys, which I've already spoken about. Her auditory centers are working --"

"She can hear?' | asked.

"That's not what | said,” Joshua said. "The parts of her brain that process sound are still doing that. But
the parts of the brain that interpret sound aren't. Sound is going into the microphone, but it's not being
recorded, if you know what | mean."”

"What about her?' Miranda said. "Y ou're talking about her body processes. What about her? Her
personality? Her memories? Those things?"

"Like everything else," Joshua said. " Some parts are there, some aren't. Most of her recent memories are
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here; 1'd say the last couple of weeks for sure. After that, it gets spotty. Of course, that could just have
been the way her mind worked, anyway. Y ou humans remember some things better than others. But as
to her personality -- well, let's just say that if we managed to somehow get the rest of her brain working,
and she came out of it, she wouldn't be the Michelle you remember."

"What would she be?' | asked.

"Psychotic," Joshua said. "Frankly | doubt that she would comprehend the world anymore. It would just
be some terrifying blur to her."

"So she'sdead,” | said.

"She -- Michelle -- is dead now," Joshua said. "This body, on arespirator, will last about another week.
Best estimate. I'm going to disconnect from her now, Tom, if you don't mind. The scenery in hereis
starting to make me depressed.”

About a minute later Joshua was completely reconstituted as a dog. He leapt down from the chair and
padded over to us.

"Isanyone else hungry?' he said. "I don't know what it is, but ever since | melded with Ralph, every
time I'm depressed | just want to eat.”

"Hold that thought for a second, Joshua,”" | said. "l have a question for you."

Joshua sat. "All right, what isit?"

"Y ou're positive that Michelle is gone and that the body will be dead within a week."
"Pretty much," he said. "I'm sorry about that for you."

"Joshua, why don't you use her body?' | said.

Joshua looked perplexed. "Come again?'

"She'sdead,” | said. "And you could use her body. Y ou would finally be able to walk around and
interact with humans. Michelle was famous. Y ou'd already have a high profile. You could finaly be a
true intermediary between our species. Michelle's gone, we know that. But here's an opportunity.”

"Tom," Joshua said, slowly. "I know you think that what you're suggesting is agood idea. From where
you're standing, maybe it looks that way. But it's not. | can't take Michelle's body."
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Beside me, | could feel Miranda nearly collapse with relief. Despite what | told her, she must have still
harbored the worry that Joshua was simply waiting to snatch Michelle's body. Now that he was rejecting
the offer, Miranda could believe that he was genuine and honest in hisintentions. |, however, was
merely confused.
"I don't follow," | said. "Can't take Michelle's body? Or won't take Michelle's body?*
"Either," Joshua said. "Both. Can't and won't."
"Why not?" | asked.

"Tom, Michelle is brain damaged. Even if | could inhabit her body, | couldn't control it or keep it aive. |
need an at least nominally functioning brain to do that. Michelle doesn't have that any more. It'd be like
trying to drive a car without a steering wheel."

"But that's just temporary,” | said. "Y ou have Ralph's appearance now, but there's none of Ralph's body
In you anymore."

"That'strue," Joshua said. "But Ralph's brain was in one piece when | inhabited him. | had time to learn
how to be adog. | don't have that here."

"That'sthe can't,” | said. "And maybe we can find some way around that. What's the won't?"

"The won't isthat Michelle didn't give me permission to inhabit her body or transfer her personality,”
Joshua said. "That's incredibly important, Tom. Otherwise it's tantamount to causing soul death. | won't
do that. It goes against everything that a 'Y hergjk stands for, ethically."

"You didn't get explicit go ahead from Ralph, and yet you inhabited his body," | said.

"But | felt that Ralph wanted meto," Joshua said. "It's hard to explain. And at the very least, Ralph was
my friend, my very good friend. | knew better what he wanted that | would Michelle, who | didn't know
at al."

“It'swhat | want," | said. "And Michelle gave me permission to make decisions on her behalf."
"Not this decision," Joshua said.
"Y ou don't know that," | said, almost accusingly.

Joshua sighed. "Actually, Tom, yes, | do."
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"What do you mean?' | said.

"Remember when | asked you if you wanted the bad news or the worse news?' Joshua said. "Well, the
worse news is that she's gone. But the bad news was, she did it to herself."

"What?' Miranda asked.

"I saw it," Joshua said, turning to Miranda "Her last memory. After you left, Miranda. Michelle pulled
the breathing straws out and closed the latex over her nostrils. Then she waited to suffocate. She
committed suicide.”

Joshua turned back to me. "Right or wrong, Michelle chose to end her life, Tom. And that'swhy | can't
take her body, no matter what you say. Her decision wasto die. And | can't take that decision away from
her. Neither can you. No one can."

Posted by john at 11:46 PM

Chapter Seventeen

Carl opened his door and squinted out at us. "This had better be good,” he said.
It was not quite four am.

"Itis," | assured him.

Carl tightened his bathrobe and turned away from the door. "Fine. Stop hanging around on my doorstep,
then. The cops around here arrest anyone who's not in ahouse or in acar."

Joshua, Miranda and | walked into the house. Carl had lumbered off towards his kitchen. When we
caught up to him, he was stuffing coffee into afilter.

"All | can say isthat you're lucky Eliseisin Sacramento,” he said. " She would have pepper sprayed first,
asked questions later." He shoved the filter into the coffee maker and flipped the switch to start brewing.
He turned around, and finally got a good look at me.

"God, Tom," he said. "Who did that to you?'
"l did," Miranda said.

"That was quick," Carl said. "Most couples don't get to the hitting stage until after the wedding."
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"Carl," | said.
"All right,” he said. "What isit?'
"We need some moral guidance,” | said.

Carl laughed. "Tom, I'm an agent," he said. He stopped laughing when he realized that no one else was.
"Goon," he said, grumpily.

| explained the events of the evening; discovering Michell€'s condition, my body-switching suggestion,
Joshuas refusal. Joshuaand | had argued about it for another hour after that point, stopping just long
enough to be booted out of the room by the nurse, who gave me alecture for bringing a dog into the
|CU. Joshuaand | continued the argument in the parking lot, neither of us giving any ground to the
other, before Miranda suggested that we bring Carl into the discussion. Miranda had meant for usto
bring it up in the morning, but Joshua and | decided it need to be dealt with at that moment. We drove to
Carl's place, Joshua riding with Mirandato keep us from killing each other.

By the end of the recount, the coffee was ready. Carl got down three cups, poured and gave me and
Miranda both a cup. After amoment's reflection, he pulled down abowl, filled it with coffee, and set it
down in front of Joshua.

"Thisis an interesting philosophical debate," Carl said. "But I'm still not sure what you want out of me."
"Easy," Joshuasaid. "We want you to pick aside. I'd prefer you pick mine."

"Joshua, thisisn't abar bet," Carl said, irritably. "It's not a matter of choosing sides. And if | sided with
Tom, | doubt you'd do what he's asking of you, anyway."

"You'reright,” Joshuasaid. "l guess we woke you up for nothing. We should be leaving. Thanks for the
coffee."

"Sit, Joshua,” Carl said.
"Hey," Joshua said. "That's not funny."

"Tom," he said, turning to me. "Y ou redlize if Joshuais right about how Michelle died, he'salsoright in
his position of not bringing her back."

"Why?' | said. "Carl, Michelleis gone. She doesn't need the body any more. And we can useit. You
know this makes sense."
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Beside me, Miranda gave a shudder and set her coffee down on the countertop.
"Something wrong?* Carl said.

“I'm sorry," Miranda said. "l understand where Tom's coming from, but the thought of having Joshua
inside Michelle's body gives me the creeps. All | can seein my head is Michelle asazombie. It just feels
wrong in my gut." She glanced at me, then glanced away. "I'm sorry, Tom. But that's the way | feel."

"Go with that feeling,” Joshua said.
"Oh, shut up," | said, to Joshua.

"Christ,” Carl said. "Y ou two are worse than kids in a back seat. Tom, if Michelle wanted to die, then let
her die. All of her. Michelle's body is Michelle. Unlike Joshua's people, our souls, if we have them,
appear permanently attached to our body. Michelle has her right to die, not to be shuffled around like a
puppet.”

"Yes. Right. Thank you," Joshua said.

"Y ou're welcome," Carl said, and then slurped at his coffee. "But I'm not on your side, either."

"What do you mean?' Joshua said.

"Joshua, let me ask you aquestion,” Carl said. "What would you do if you discovered that Michelle had
actually wanted to live?"

"She didn't," Joshua said. "l saw the memory of her pulling the tubes out myself. It was a conscious,
active act. It couldn't have happened by accident."

"That may be," Carl said. "But that's not relevant to the question I'm asking."
"Sureitis," Joshua said. "Because that's what happened.”

"Fine," Carl said. "Hypothetically, then. If you were to come across a situation that was a near duplicate
of our Michell€e's situation, with the only variation being that the person in the coma had wanted to live,
would you inhabit her body, if asked by someone in Tom's situation?"

"No," Joshua said, "because that hypothetical person would still have severe brain damage, which would
mean | could never control that body."

"Let's take as a given that some way could be found around that."
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"That'samighty big given," Joshua said.

"That's the magic of hypotheticals, Joshua," Carl said. "Y ou can make the givens as big as you need
them. Now stop stalling and answer the question.”

"I don't know what I'd do," Joshua said. "Even if the situation fulfilled all the conditions you described,
there's still this huge graynessto it. There'sno way | could make the decision and feel absolutely sure |
was morally in theright. If | waswrong, I'd be branded a murderer by the Y hergk."

"Even if we had urged you to do it?' Carl said.

"Carl, with al due respect, you're not a Y hergk," Joshua said. "Y ou don't fully understand the
implications of what you'd be asking. It'sjust not in your frame of reference.”

"But you have my thoughts and memoriesin you," Carl said. "They're human thoughts. Y ou should be
able to know whether or not I, at least, understand the implications."

"Yes, but I'm not human," Joshua said. "There's a chance | could misread what's there, just as much as
you could misread us."

"You'll admit to the potential for error?' Carl said.
"Well, shucks, Carl," Joshua said. "Nobody's perfect.”

"So, theoreticaly, if there was some way that you could know that it was morally kosher, that you could
somehow control the body and that Michelle had actually wanted to live, you could inhabit the body."

"Yes," Joshuasaid. "Throw me a sparkler and akazoo, and I'd sing 'Y ankee Doodl€' while | was doing
it, too."

"Well, then," Carl said. "Y our problems are solved."

Joshua turned to me. "Tom, did you just follow that last turn of logic?"
"Not at all,” | said. "Y ou've managed to |ose both me and Joshua, Carl."
"I got it," Miranda said.

"Ah," Carl said. "The smart one finally speaks. Would you please enlighten our little boys, Miranda?’
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"Joshua, you just said what you needed in order to feel comfortable with what Tom is asking you to do,"
Miranda said. "Now all you havetodoisdoit."

"| said nothing of the sort," Joshua said.

"Yesyou did,” Miranda said. "Y ou have three conditions. that you know it's moral, that you know it's
technically possible, and that you know Michelle wanted to live."

"But we were dealing in hypotheticals,” Joshua said. "I don't know why | have to keep bringing this up,
but Michelle killed herself. She wanted to die."

"We don't know that," Carl said.
"Carl," Joshua said. "I saw the playback."

"But you said yourself afew moments ago there was a potential for error,” Carl said. "Y ou said that
there was a chance you could misinterpret emotions and motivations.”

"Pulling out your air supply is pretty straightforward action, Carl," Joshua said.

"The action is. What I'm interested in here is the emotion behind the action," Carl said. "Joshua, people
act like they're killing themselves al the time around here. But alot of them don't really want to die.
They just like the attention they get afterwards. Or they don't truly comprehend that dying means death.
Teenagers try to kill themselves all the time, because they want to see how people will react once they're
gone. They don't make the connection they won't be there to see the reaction.”

"Michelle wasn't ateenager,” Joshua said.

"No, but she was a movie star, which on the maturity scaleis pretty close," Carl said. "She was 25,
worth millions, and people never told her no."

He pointed over to me. "Tom couldn't say no to her. He just tried to get her a part she had no business
trying for, because he didn't want to say no to her."

| took that moment to pay especially close attention to my coffee cup. | could see where Carl was going,
but it didn't make that last statement any less painful.

"When someone finally did say no to her, she got depressed and moody, and decided to make a
statement. But that doesn't mean she really wanted to die," Carl said. He set his coffee cup down. "Now,
if Michelle wanted to die, then we should let her die. Simple. But if she wanted to live, then, in away,
we can make that happen. Point is, we don't know what she wanted. We only have your version of the
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event."

"Then we have a stalemate," Joshua said. "Because I'm the only one that can get into her brain."
"No, you're not," Carl said. "You're just the only one on this planet.”

Joshua and | exchanged looks again. Carl being inscrutable was really beginning to annoy me.
"What are you saying?' | said to Carl.

"We need a second opinion," Carl said. "Fortunately, we have awhole spaceship full of them."

"I don't want to take Joshua's sidein this," | said, "But if we can't trust Joshua's take on Michelle's
suicide, | don't see how getting another Y hergjk's opinion is going to help anything.”

"We don't need a Y hergk for the opinion,” Carl said. "We need one to act as a conduit. Y hergk can
connect into our nervous systems; that much is obvious, since Joshualooked at Michelle's, and my
memories were downloaded to the entire ship's community. Now we just need it to go the other way, to
let ahuman look at the memory. And | have just the Y hergjk to do it."

The light suddenly went on in my head. "Gwedif," | said.

"Bingo," Carl said. "He's done it before, and, asit happens, isthe only Y hergjk around that wasn't one of
Joshua's parents. Asfar as these things go, he's the most objective party."

“I'm not following any of this anymore," Miranda said.
"I'll explainit later," | said. "Promise."

"I'm waiting to hear how you're going to get an alien through security at Pomona Valley Hospital ,"
Joshua said. "We're fresh out of dog bodies."

"If Mohammed can't go to the mountain, the mountain will go to Mohammed," Carl said. "We can't
bring Gwedif to Michelle. So we'll take Michelle to Gwedif."

"Go to the spaceship?' | asked.
"Of course," Joshua smirked. "That's so much easier."

"Joshua, it's the only way," Carl said. "Think about it. Suppose we find that you werein error. That
solves one of our problems. But then we have two other issues to deal with: trying to find away you can
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successfully inhabit Michelle's body, and making sure it's morally right to do it. We need to confer with
the other Y hergjk on each of these. She has to go to the lonar."

"How do you suggest we get Michelle there?' Joshua asked. "We won't even be able to get her out of
Pomona Valley. They've got tabloid reporters covering al the exits, Carl. They're going to know if we
try to move Michelle."

"Let me worry about getting Michelle out of the hospital," Carl said. "Y ou worry about arranging the
rest of the trip."

Joshua sat there for aminute, considering. "All right," he said, finally. "I still have problems with this,
but I'll get in touch with the lonar. We'll see what they have to say up there." He padded off towards
Carl's study.

"Whereis he going?' Miranda asked.

"To the computer,” Carl said. "l set up an America Online account for him and the lonar. It's a non-
conspicuous way for them to communicate.”

"How doesthe lonar sign on?' | asked.

"WEéll, it'sahell of along-distance call,” Carl said.

*kkk*%x

The e-mail response from the lonar was brief. You idiots, it said. You were supposed to solve problems,
not make them. Haul her up here.

*kkk*%k

Here's how you get one of the most popular actress in the United States out of a hospital without anyone
noticing.

First, you let it leak that your actress is going to be moved. Thisis a simple matter of having the
appropriate doctor causally mention the fact to one of the nursing staff. From there it spreads like an
airborne virus. From the staff, it logically goesto the press; despite Mike Mizuhara's best efforts, some
of his staff wasin the pocket of the tabloids. It's not just the custodial staff, either -- you'd be surprised at
what a cardiac surgeon pulling down $300,000 a year will do for an extra thousand bucks. It was time to
let this blatant self-interest work for us.

At 9 pm, an ambulance pulls up to the emergency entrance of Pomona Valley. Nearly as soon asit pulls
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up, someoneis hustled into it on a stretcher. The stretcher is effectively blocked from view by a clutch
of burly orderlies and doctors -- Only the briefest of flashes show the blonde hair that give those
watching (and taping) a clue asto who it might be. The ambulance pulls away, with much slamming of
doors, flashing of lights, and wailing of sirens, followed by a caravan of hastily-gotten-into cars. Two of
these cars are in adlight fender bender as they rush out of the parking lot; neither driver bothers to stop
as they speed after the receding ambulance.

That's the decoy ambulance.

Roughly twenty minutes later, a medical helicopter screams overhead, dropping dramatically into the
PomonaValley parking lot, as Pomona Valley has no helipad. The doors to the emergency entrance
burst open, and a stretcher races to the helicopter, orderlies and doctorsin afull sprint. On the way, a
woman's arm dlips off the stretcher and dangles, her IV tube fluttering with the speed of the stretcher's
journey. As the stretcher approaches the helicopter, the side doors launch open; in one unbelievably
smooth motion the stretcher is lifted into the helicopter and the doors Slammed shui.

The helicopter islifting off even as the ducking orderlies scurry away, its final destination telegrammed,
perhaps, by the lettering on the tail of the copter: Cedars Sinai Medical Center. Thistime, asmaller
contingent of carsflies out of the parking lot, their drivers fiddling with their scannersin an attempt to
grab the frequency the helicopter is on, or yammering on cellular phones, trying to contact the editor at
the home office whose job it isto listen to the scanners.

That's the decoy medical helicopter.

The next ambulance ambles in 10 minutes later. This time around, there's no mad rush; the press has
been rousted out of the blinds, so now Michelle can be taken to her destination safely, securely, and at
sane speeds. Only two orderlies and one doctor accompany the stretcher to the ambulance. In afew
minutes she's in; the doctor confers briefly with the paramedics, then walks away as they step back into
their rig and drive away, no lights, no sirens, and proceed normally toward the 10 freeway. Only one car,
bearing one smart, experienced reporter, follows. Patience is avirtue -- it shall be rewarded.

That's the second decoy ambulance.

The real ambulance rollsin, lights flashing but no siren, as the other ambulance exits. The orderlies and
the doctor, heading back into the hospital, turn around. Inside this ambulance is a man who appearsto be
having a stroke; the doctor does a quick assessment as the paramedics unload the patient, and rushes him
through the emergency door. As the door opens on one side, it opens on the other, and another stretcher
pops out and into the back of the ambulance, just like that. There's only two orderlies this time -- me and
Miranda. We go in the ambulance with the stretcher. The paramedics close the doors behind us.

Mike Mizuharaand Dr. Adams were, of course, adamantly against moving Michelle. By now they knew
she was never coming out of the coma, and were pressing us to let them do what they could to make her
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comfortable, to see out the process that began at their hospital. Dr. Adams in particular was bitter about
my decision to move Michelle; he relented only after | had promised that he would be able to actively
consult with the doctors that were continuing her care. It was alie, of course, since the doctors
continuing her care were 50,000 miles in orbit and not doctors in any conventional sense of the word.
But that's not really something | could discuss without along explanation, or without being committed
to psychiatric observation by Dr. Adams.

The ambulance pulled away and got on the 10 heading east. Two miles later it exited, drove behind an
Albertson's supermarket and stopped. That was where the paramedics got out. Their cars were stashed
there. They weren't paramedics; they were out-of-work actors with emergency medical training. Where
Carl found two actors with that combination of talentsin lessthan aday, | have no earthly idea. That's
why he's the boss,

Asit was, one of them was hesitant to leave Michelle. She took the time to check her respirator's
function and to make sure we knew what to do if it malfunctioned. | assured her that we would be fine.

"Ted and | talked up front on the way here,” she said. "Both of us would be happy to take her all the way
to where she's going. We won't tell asoul. We just want to make sure she gets there in one piece."

"I believe you, and thanks," | said. "But that's really not possible.”

She sighed and looked at Michelle. "Look at her," she said. "Y ou know, aweek ago, | would have done
just about anything to be where she was. Now, 1'd bet she'd do anything to be where | am. It's kind of
funny, isn't it? Funny ironic, not funny ha-ha."

“Itis," | said. "What's your name?’

"Shelia Thompson," she said.

"Shelia, if you don't mind me asking, what are you and Ted getting out this?"

"I don't know what Ted is getting," she said. "I never met him before, actually. I'm getting a part on a
pilot. | don't have to audition -- do not pass go, do not collect $200, just go straight to acting. I've
actually read the pilot. It'samedical drama, of all things. It's not bad. It might even have a chance to get
on TV somewhere. It seemed like a smart move."

"You're not sure now?'

She shrugged. "It feels like I'm walking over Michelle Beck to do it. It's not what | expected. | hope that
doesn't sound ungrateful.”
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"It doesn't," | said. "Listen, | never do this. But do you have an agent?"
"NO."
"Inaweek, give meacall at Lupo Associates. My nameis Tom Stein."

"I will giveyou acall, but not about acting,” Sheliasaid. "'l want to know to what happens to Michelle.
It's going to be hanging over me until | find out. And if | find out she died, I'm going to feel partly
responsible. So you'll tell me. Fair enough?’

"Fair enough,” | said, and shook her hand. "Try not to worry, Shelia. Michelle's going to be all right.
Really."

She smiled alittle smile and walked away to her car.

Miranda stayed in the back with Michelle. | got in the front and got behind the wheel. Joshua was
aready in the front with me, having driven over with the actor-paramedics.

"Y ou would think these things would be roomier in the front,” Joshua said. "But they're not. | spent the
last hour squashed down in the footwell. The woman paramedic had to keep her feet under her."

"I just met her," | said. "She seemed nice."

"Shewas," Joshua said. "The other guy, on the other hand, was areal jerk. Talked about his acting all
the way over, and kept hitting on the woman. | nearly ripped out his throat with my teeth. Only the fact
that he was driving kept me from doing it."

"It's good that you think these things out," | said, starting the ambulance.
"Thanks," Joshua said. "One of us hasto."
"What is that supposed to mean?' | said.

"Tom," Joshua said. "If we can't bring Michelle back, what are you going to do? Y ou can't just take her
back to PomonaValley, you know. And you can't drop her off anywhere else. And if she dies, people are
going to want to know the circumstances. What are you going to do? Y ou don't have a backup plan."

"What are you talking about," | said, turning out of the Albertson's parking lot and towards the 10. " Of
course | have a backup plan.”

"Really," Joshua said. "Why don't you share your backup plan with your studio audience, Tom."
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"Sure," | said. "If this doesn't work, I'll be fresh out of ideas. We'll have failed. The Y hergk will have to
go back. By way of compensation, you can take us back with you."

"I likeit," Joshua said. "It's desperate and half-baked, but with a certain pathetic charm."
"Thanks," | said. "l just thought it up."

"I'm wondering what Miranda might think of it," Joshua said.

"Shhhh," | said. "I'm saving it for a surprise.”

We got on the 10 and headed east to the 15, towards Baker.

n—

"| can't see adamned thing," | said.

"That's the point, Tom," Joshua said. "if you can't see anything, no one else is going to see anything,
either. Now shut up and turn left......now."

| swerved left onto an unpaved road that | would have missed if Joshua hadn't have pointed it out. The
ambulance bounced as it dlipped into the ruts left behind by years of rancher's trucks.

"Could you try to drive alittle more carefully?' Miranda yelled, from the back. "I don't want to think
what thisistrip is doing to Michelle."

"It's not exactly paved road, Miranda," | shouted back. "We left that world behind about a half-hour ago.
I'm going as carefully as | can."

The ambulance descended as | hit aditch that wasn't there two seconds before.
"I think | just trashed the shocks," | said to Joshua.

"Tom! Carefully!" Mirandayelled.

"Sorry!" | yelled back. "Are we there yet?' | asked Joshua.

"No," Joshua said.

"Arewethereyet?' | said.
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"No."

"Are we there yet?'

"No."

"Are we there yet?"

"Yes," Joshua said. " Stop the car.”

| stopped the ambulance.

"Thank God," Miranda said, from the back.

"I can't see anything," | said.

"You've said that before," Joshua said.

"Well, it's still true," | said.

"There's nothing to see," Joshua said. "They're not here yet."

"When are they getting here?" | asked.

"What timeisit?" Joshua asked.

| looked at my watch.

There was avery large whump. The ground rattled. A wave of dust pelted the ambulance.
"Just after midnight,” | said.

"Well, then, they should be here," Joshua said. "And there they are.”

The cube was exactly as Carl had described it -- black, featureless, nondescript in every way except that
it had just dropped out of space into the middle of nowhere.

Miranda stopped her hovering over Michelle long enough to peer out from the back. "That's our ride?"
she said.
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"It doesn't look like much, I know," Joshua said. "But it gets incredible mileage."
"Dowejust driveintoit?' | asked.
"Yep." Joshua said.

| started the ambulance and inched it forward, cutting the 50 yards separating it from the cube. Then we
were inside.

"When do we leave?' | said.
"Injust aminute, I'd expect," Joshua said. "Here, let me out. I've got to go help pilot this thing."

| opened my door and got out, followed by Joshua. Joshua went over to the overhanging ledge on the
other side of the cube, where the pilots were; a portion of the ledge descended and allowed him to get
on. | went to the back of the ambulance and opened the doors. Miranda peered out at me.

| nodded at Michelle. "How is she doing?"

"Fine, | suppose,” Miranda said. " She hasn't moved or done anything since we got in the ambulance, so
al things considered, | guess that's good."

"How are you doing?"'

“I'm all right," Miranda said. "Actually, | think this cubeis helping. If it looked like an actual spaceship,
| think | might be freaking out alot more. How long are we going to be gone?"

"I don't know," | said. "Carl was gone less than a day when he went."

"We should have packed a lunch,” Miranda said. "I'm hungry already."

"“I've got gum," | said.

"Hey," Miranda said. "Do you hear that?"

| stopped and listened. Not far away, and getting closer, was the sound of acar.
"Joshua!" | yelled, moving away from the ambulance. "We need to leave! Now!"

The side of the cube tore open. A dirty white Escort shot through the hole, swerving. It was heading
directly towards me. | froze, which was probably not the smartest thing | could have done.
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The driver of the Escort hit its brakes just in time to keep from sguashing me like a bug. Then he turned
off hisengine, undid his seatbelt, and got out of the car. There was a small grinding sound as the
automatic shoulder belt moved forward.

"Sorry about that," the driver said. "l didn't expect anyone would be standing right in front of my car."
"What in fuck's name are you doing here," | said.

"Getting my story," he said. "What's your excuse?'

It was Van Doren, of course.

Posted by john at 11:47 PM

Chapter Eighteen

"Joshua,” | hollered. "We have to stop."”

Joshua poked his head over the ledge and looked down. "It'stoo late," he said. "We're already off."
"Can we throw him out anyway?' | asked.

"Now, there's athought,”" Joshua said. "But the answer is no."

"Pity," | said.

"It's the problem with being a civilized species,” Joshua agreed. "No convenient falls from a great
height."

"Hey," Van Doren said. "That dog istalking."

Joshua laughed. "Y ou think that's weird, wait about a half hour. It's going to be along night, pal." He
stepped back out of sight.

Van Doren turned back to me. "What's going on?"

"I'm interested in hearing what you think isgoing on," | said. "And aslong as you're talking, how you
managed to follow us here."

"I got word that you were moving Michelle today," Van Doren said. "I considered staking out the
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hospital, but | decided to stake you out instead. | figured that no matter where Michelle was going, you'd
have to go there, too, sooner or later. Y ou weren't in the office this morning, so | went to your house,
where | saw your car. And waited. At about four, you and Miranda left your house in your car. What's
up with that, by the way?"

By this time Miranda had made it over to where we were. "None of your business, creep,” she said.
"Sorry," Van Doren said, mildly. "Professional curiosity."

"I doubt the 'professional’ part,” Miranda said.

"Yow. Feisty,” Van Doren said.

"Tom," Miranda said. "Don't worry about kicking him out of this thing. I'm going to rip his teeny little
heart out myself."

"Works for me," | said.

Van Doren looked at us both uncertainly and then continued. "Y ou two went to Lupo Associates from
there, and then spent about an hour there before heading to Pomona Valley. A couple more hours passed
before you guys had the parade of ambulances.”

"Why didn't you fal for it?"

"Because | was following you," Van Doren said to me. "None of those people rushing out with stretchers
looked like you. Or like her, for that matter. Asit was, | just barely saw you when you did sneak out.
That was a pretty tricky operation.”

"Not tricky enough, obviously," Miranda said.

"Well, I'm more motivated than most,” Van Doren said. "l followed your ambulance to that parking lot
and then waited to see what you did next. A couple minutes later you guys got back on the freeway, and
from there it was just a matter of not calling your attention to me. I've gotten alittle better at that since

the last time | tailed you, Tom."

"I still don't see how you followed us out when we went on the dirt roads,” | said. "There was no one
else out there with us. 1'd have seen your car."

"| followed you quite aways back," Van Doren said. "And | killed my lights."

He pointed to his car. His parking lights and brake lights were shattered and broken. His headlights were
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fine, but then he could just turn those off.
"Nice," | admitted.

"Yeah, well, it'll probably be the last time they let me use a company car, anyway," Van Doren said. "I
just about wrecked it on these dirt roads. Between that and having this car towed from when you
kidnapped me, Tom, they're not going to give me the keys again."

"Y ou're breaking my heart,” | said.

"That's how | followed you here. Asto where hereis, and what's going on, | have no clue. | assumed this
building was some sort of weird clinic."

"Building?' Miranda said.
"Didn't you feel the thump, Van Doren?" | said. "Y ou didn't see this thing before you got to it?"

"I felt atremor, sure," Van Doren said, dlightly confused. "So? Thisis southern California. We have
tremors all the time. It didn't feel like it was close by. And no, | didn't see this place. It's black. | saw
your tail lights disappear and | just followed you in."

"It didn't strike you as odd, the way you came in?' | said.

"I came in the same way you did,” Van Doren said.

"Wow," Miranda said. "You'rejust totally clueless, Van Doren."
"Thanks for the vote of confidence," Van Doren said.

"She doesn't it mean it asan insult,” | said. "She meansit literally."
“I'm not following you," Van Doren said.

"Joshua," | called.

"Yo0." He poked his head over again.

"I'd like to show our friend here exactly where we are," | said.

"No problem," Joshua said.
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The cube disappeared. The Earth hovered below us, the moon off to one side.
Jim Van Doren screamed higher than | had ever heard a grown man scream before.

"] think we have some sedatives back in the ambulance,” Miranda said, after we had Joshua re-tint the
cube.

"Nah," | said. "He maintained bladder control. He'll be fine."

Van Doren leaned on the side of his Escort. For some reason he had a death grip on his radio antenna.
"Holy shit," he said.

"I remember having that very same reaction once," | said.

"Arewe really in space?' he asked.

"Oh, yes," | said.

"What the hell is going on?' Van Doren asked.

"Jim, remember that time in my car, when you asked me to tell you what | was up to?"
"Sort of," Van Doren said. "I'm not thinking too well at the moment."

"Try," | said. "It'll help."

Van Doren closed his eyes to concentrate. "Y ou told me that you were doing something with space
aliens" he sad.

"Right," | said.

"I thought you were just being an asshole," he said.

"Just goesto show," | said.

He pointed over to Joshuas ledge. "And the dog isan aien.”
"Mostly. It's sort of along story," | said.

Van Doren's mind was working furiously now. "Is....," he began, looked towards the ambulance, and
then back at Miranda and me. "Michelle Beck's an alien, isn't she? Something's happened to her and now
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you have to take her back to the mothership?

Miranda giggled. Van Doren scowled. "I'm sorry," Miranda said. "I think the word 'mothership' did it to
me."

"Well?' he said, to me. "Is Michelle Beck an aien?"
"No," | said. "At least, not yet."

"Not yet?' Van Doren said. "What does that mean? Are they going to assimilate her into their
collective?'

Miranda burst out laughing.

"What?' Van Doren was shouting now.

It was a second before Miranda could catch herself. Then she gently touched VVan Doren's arm.
"Jim, you've got to stop watching so much science fiction," she said. "It's making you talk funny."

"Hahaha," Van Doren said, peevishly, and pulled away. "L ook, I'm just trying to figure out what's
going on."

| considered Van Doren for amoment, trying to decide what | was going to do with him. Joking aside,
murdering him wasn't an option. But he now knew more about the existence of the Y hergik than anyone
outside of me, Miranda and Carl, and that could be dangerous to us. | was loyal to Carl and Joshua, and
Miranda was loyal to me, but Van Doren wasn't loyal to any of us. Certainly not to me. Quite the
opposite, in fact, since hein the last few weeks he'd been doing his damnedest to cut my career out from
under me.

Well, | thought. Time to change all of that.
"Jim, why do you work for The Biz?" | asked.
"What?' he said. "What does that have to do with anything?"

“I'm just wondering," | said. "Y ou make no bones that it's a shitty little magazine, and that you're doing
shitty little jobs on it. But you're still there. Why?"

"I don't know if you've noticed this, but journalism is not exactly arapidly expanding profession,” Van
Doren said. "Particularly in Los Angeles, where you basically have to put a gun to peoples headsto
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make them read."

"Y ou could always move," | said.

"What, and miss al this?"

"I'm serious,” | said.

"Soam |," Van Doren said. "Would you want to be an agent in Omaha, Tom?"
"No, but that's not where my businessis," | said.

"Well, neither ismine," Van Doren said. "I write about the entertainment world. Have to be here to do
that. I'm writing for a magazine that's near the ass-end of that world, | admit that. But you have to start
somewhere. Think of it as the journalism equivalent of working on a straight-to-video flick."

"Why write about entertainment?’ | asked. "Really, who gives a shit about it? It's not really important.
It's not real news. Y ou're just wasting your time and talent, such asit is."

"Nice cheap shot," Van Doren said.
"I try," | said.

"And you're wrong," Van Doren said. "It's not awaste. Y ou're so stuck in the belly of the beast that you
don't notice it, but our entertainment is the single most successful export America has."

"Shucks," | said. "And all thistime | thought our most successful export was democracy. Guess that was
just another lie | learned in school. | hear evolution's kind of a crock, too."

"Look," Van Doren said. "Other countries pass laws requiring that their movie theaters, television
networks and radio stations have to play a certain percentage of home-grown entertainment. Because if
they didn't, Hollywood would wipe it all out. We're not aworld leader because we have nuclear missiles
and submarines. We are because we have Bugs Bunny and the Dukes of Hazzard. Our planet is what
Hollywood has made it."

"Planet Hollywood," | said. "Catchy."
"I thought you might like it," Van Doren said.

"But that's a stupid argument,” | said. "The only people who believe that Hollywood sets political
agendas are nuts on the left who are scared of action figures, and nuts on the right who are scared of
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nipples.”

"Who's talking politics?' Van Doren said. "We're talking about how people around our world want their
world to be. And the world they want it to be like is the one they seein our films, and in our TV shows
and hear in our music. That's power. Hollywood that's where the world culture starts. If someone wanted
to address the world today, he wouldn't do it from Washington, or Moscow, or London. He'd do it from
Hollywood. That'swhy | work in LA, Tom."

"Sure," | said. "And as a bonus, you get to meet stars.”

"Well," Van Doren admitted, "Thereis that too."

"Joshua," | said. "Y ou wouldn't happen to have been listening to this little diatribe, would you?"
"Asit happens," Joshua said, from his perch. "I've been hanging on every word."

"Doesit sound familiar to you?"

"A little," Joshua said. "Of course, | said it better."

"Jim," | said, turning back to Van Doren. "l have a proposition for you."

"Do you, now," Van Doren said, and leaned back on his car. "Thisis going to be good."

"I don't suppose you can guess why |, of all people, am the one that knows about these aliens.”
"It's a stumper, yes," Van Doren said.

"It's because I'm their agent."

"Their what?" Van Doren said.

“I'mtheir agent,” | said. "In one of those bizarre and strange coincidences, Jim, their outlook on thingsis
remarkably similar to yours: if you want to get the attention of the world, you have to go through
Hollywood. So they decided to hire an agent. I'm him. As such, I'm authorized to make deals for them.”

"Wow," Van Doren said. "How do you collect your fee?"

"After thisisall done, | get New Zealand," | said. "Now, are you going to shut up and let me tell you
what | have in mind?"
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"By al means,” Van Doren said.

"This offer stands for the next ten minutes. After that, you're out. No second chances or second thoughts.
Arewe clear?’

"Sure," Van Doren said.
"Here'sthe deal," | said. "Y ou get the story. Exclusive."
"What story?' Van Doren said. "Y our story? | have that already.”

"Thisstory," | said. "The first contact between humanity and an intelligence from another world. It's the
single most important story in the history of the planet, Jim. And you'll be the only one who'sin on it
from the start. The only one who knows the whole story. Everyone else will have the reaction story.

Y ou'll be the one who gets to tell the world how it happened and what it all means.”

"Jesus," Van Doren said, after a minute. "Y ou don't screw around, do you?"
"Not when it's business, Jim."
"What's the catch?'

"The catch isthis: Drop your stories on me and Michelle. Quit The Biz. And keep your silence until
we're ready to make our debut.”

"When is that going to be?'

"I don't know yet," | said. "We're still working it out. It could be tomorrow, or it could be years. But
whatever it is, not a peep out of you until then. Not even a hint of a peep.”

"What happensif | refuse?' Van Doren asked.

"Nothing," | said. "Except that you won't be able to get off this ship while we're off doing what we're
doing. In fact, you'll be sent back as soon as we get there."

"Without your car," Joshua said. "Have fun hiking back to the 15."
"What's to stop me from filing a story when | get back?' Van Doren said.

"Nothing at all," | said. "You can tell anyone you like. In fact, | encourage you to, since there's probably
not a quicker and easier way for your credibility to get squashed than for you to run around, saying that
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Michelle Beck isan alien.”

"So sheisan alien," Van Doren said.

“Jim," | said. "Stay focused, here."

"I amfocused," he said. "I'm just trying to make sure | have the story right."
"Thenyou'rein?'

"Areyou kidding?' Van Doren said. "Y ou're offering me the biggest story ever in the universe, and
you're asking meif | want it? Are you that dumb?’

"It's not actually the biggest story ever in the universe," Joshua said. "Just in thislittle corner of it."
"Close enough for me," Van Doren said, and turned back to me. "Y ou've got adeal, Tom."

We shook on it. Chalk one up for our side.

"You all right with this, Joshua?' | asked.

"WEell, the only thing I've seen of hisisthat piece he wrote about you," Joshua said. "It was kind of
lousy."

"l can do better," Van Doren said.

"Lord, | hope so," Joshua said.

"I don't suppose you could tell me now how much this gig pays,” Van Doren said, to me.
"Don't worry about it," Miranda said. "Tom's easy to score araise off of."

*kkkk*

One of the Y herglk meeting us in the hangar pointed at VVan Doren as the cube melted away. "Who is
that?" it asked.

Van Doren pointed back. "What is that?"

"That's what my people normally look like," Joshua said.
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"Yeeeg," Van Doren said. "l like the dog suit better."

"ThisisJim Van Doren," Joshua said. "He was a stowaway."

"A stowaway? Arrrgh,” The Yhergk said. "Y€l be walking the plank come morning, laddie. Arrrgh."
"Thisisreally not what | expected out of an alien race," Van Doren said to me.

"You get usedtoit,” | said.

The Y hergik slimed his way over to me and extended atentacle. "Y ou must be Tom. | am Gwedif."

| took the tentacle. "It's nice to finally meet you, Gwedif. I've heard alot about you. I'm sorry we have to
meet in these extreme circumstances.”

"Extreme? You have no idea," Gwedif said. "No one around here has been able to talk about anything
else. The air stinks of shouting. That reminds me." A smell like awet, mildewed rug erupted from
Gwedif; one of the other Y herajk immediately set off towards the door. "Now that we have an extra
human, we need another set of nose plugs.”

Gwedif moved the tendril to Miranda. "Thisis Miranda, | assume," he said.

"Hi," Miranda said. She didn't make an attempt to shake the proffered tendril. "Y ou'll have to excuse
me," she said. "Thisisthe first time I've seen one of you in your natural state."

"Of course," Gwedif said. "l look pretty ooky. But I'm areally nice guy once you get to know me."
“I'm sure you are," Miranda said.

Gwedif next considered Van Doren. "How did you happen?' he said.

“I'm ajournalist,” Van Doren said. "I was following a story."

"I'd say you caught it," Gwedif remarked. "What do you think of us aliens so far?’

"Y ou remind me of the headcheese at a smorgasbord,” Van Doren said.

"Is he aways like this?' Gwedif said to Joshua.

"We don't know. He was sort of alast minute addition," Joshua said.
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"Usually he'sworse," | said.

"Hmmmmm," Gwedif said. "Y ou know, headcheese man, you and | are sort of in the same line of
work."

"Nuts," Van Doren said, smiling. "And they promised me I'd have an exclusive on the story."
"I'm sure we can collaborate," Gwedif said.

The noseplug Y hergjk had returned with three pairs of noseplugs. We each fitted them in. Then he
joined the other Y hergk at the ambulance and lowered Michell€e's stretcher onto the floor. | went over to
her stretcher and checked the battery on the portable respirator. It was three-quarters drained.

"We'd better get moving on thisthing,” | said.
"What are we doing now, anyway?' Van Doren wanted to know.

"Nobody tell him anything yet," | said. | looked at Van Doren. "Sorry, Jm. Hold your horses a couple
more minutes." | looked over to Gwedif. "Jm doesn't know exactly why we're here. | think that's
something that could be useful for what we need to do."

"Yes, you'reright." Gwedif said. "How about that, headcheese man. Y ou might come in useful after all.
We won't install the plank until tomorrow."

"How long are you going to call me 'headcheese man'?' Van Doren said.

"Oh, I don't know," Gwedif said. "It just has such anicering to it. Now, follow me, please, all of you.
WEe're going to the meeting chamber.”

The corridors were as low as Carl promised. Van Doren, thetallest of us, suffered the greatest from the
low ceilings and lower gravity, bumping his head and cursing. Here and there Y herglk crossed our path,
but mostly stayed out of our way as we headed towards the meeting chamber.

Gwedif pulled up to me as we walked. "l wish we had more time," he said. "This happened with Carl,
too. Barely time for introductions, and then off to decide the fate of our peoples. If nothing else, we've
learned that you humans thrive on crisis.”

"Anything worth doing is worth doing at afevered pitch,” | said.

"I don't know about that,” Gwedif said. "I think the first place I'll go when | visit your planet -- really
visit your planet, | mean, not that littletrip | took earlier -- | think I'll go visit amonastery. Those people
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seem to have the right idea. Slow, meditative spiritual contemplation."

"I think most of the monasteries these days are either making chant CDs or boutique wines," | said.
"Redly?' Gwedif said. "Well, hell. What is it with you people, anyway?"

Before | could answer, we got to the meeting chamber. Gwedif touched the door, and we went inside.

Inside, adouble-tiered low riser had been constructed, on which lay severa Y hergk. | suspected the tier
was for our benefit, not the Y hergjk's, so that we could see who we were speaking to. The Y herajk who
brought Michelle's stretcher in set the wheel locks and left. | went and stood next to Michelle. Miranda
joined me; Joshua walked over to one side and sat, his eyes closed. Van Doren stood between Joshua
and the stretcher, looking lost.

"Will you be speaking for your group?' Gwedif asked me.
"l will," | said.

"Very well. Today's meeting is alittle smaller than the one Carl endured, for which your nostrils will no
doubt be thankful for," Gwedif said to us all. "Rather than a shipwide meeting, we have convened the
ship's senior officers. Tom, you may be familiar with our ientcio --" The Y hergik on the far left raised a
tendril -- "who, of all Yhergk, isour leader."

"I have indeed heard him spoken of, in the highest terms," | said. "I hope heiswell at this moment in the
journey."

"Oooh, nice," Gwedif said. "Y ou must have paid attention to whatever Carl told you. The ientcio returns
your respects and welcomes you to the ship." Gwedif then introduced the rest of the officer complement,
about twenty in all. | didn't bother trying to remember them all; | concentrated on Gwedif and the
ientcio.

"Joshua has already given us his version of your request, and hisissues with it." Gwedif said.
"When did he do that?' | said.

"Just now," Joshua said, and turned to me. "l used High Speech, Tom. One nicely pungent fart getsit all
across.”

"I'm glad my noseplugs werein," | said.

"Y ou don't know how truethat is," Joshua said.

file:///K |/eMule/Incoming/John%20Scal zi %20-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (203 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:47



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

"Now that Joshua has given his report, the ientcio would like to hear your request from you, and hopes
you will be willing to answer some questions as well," Gwedif said.

"Of course." | said.
"Please begin whenever you are ready."

"All right,” | said. | closed my eyes, said alittle prayer to whomever might be listening, and opened my
eyes. Then | began.

*kkkk*%k

"The human you see in this stretcher is named Michelle Beck," | said, motioning to Michelle. "l was her
agent, and also her friend. We were probably each other's best friends, though | don't think either of us
realized it. As her agent, | helped to make her one of the most well-known actresses in Hollywood --
people everywhere recognize her face.

"A few days ago, Michelle suffered severe and irreversible brain damage due to lack of oxygen to her
brain. My friend is now for al purposes dead. Her body is being kept alive through the use of this
respirator, but it will not sustain her body for much longer. Soon her body will be as dead as her mind
aready is.

"I mourn the passing of my friend, more than | can express. As| said, | don't think | appreciated what
she meant to me when she was alive. Michelle was a good person -- good in heart and in intention,
which | think counts for something. | could be wrong. But | think it does.

"Asmuch as| mourn Michelle, | see an opportunity in her passing, and opportunity that | think gives her
death, which was as bana and meaningless as any death could be, some resonance. | have been asked by
Carl Lupo to find away to introduce the Y hergjk to humanity, so that humanity can accept you as the
friendly race you are, rather than for the terrifying creatures you appear to be.

"It occurs to me that one way to this -- perhaps the best way -- is to have Joshuainhabit Michelle's body.
To be Michelle. Michelleis already known around the world. That much of the battle is already fought.
What we can do now isto raise Michelle's profile even further, and give her aworldwide platform to be
the spokesperson for the Y hergjk. She can be the most effective bridge between our two peoples --
someone that humans know and who is not only non-threatening, but the focus of admiration. She can be
the human face of an inhuman race -- the Trojan horse, if you will, that gets the Y hergjk through the gate
of humanity's fears.

"Joshua has several issues with inhabiting the body. The most objectionable of these has to do with her
manner of death -- not the actual moment itself, but the events leading up to it. Before any other issues
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can be raised, this one must be dealt with. We have to have a clear accounting of her death. That being
the case, I'm asking that a Y hergk other than Joshua connect to Michelle's mind, and acting as a conduit,
send the memory into the brain of a human. Thiswould allow usto see more perfectly what Michelle
was thinking in those last moments.

"Without thisinformation, this opportunity for our peoples could be gone forever. And, asimportantly
for me, my friend, who | did not value as | should havein life, will be gone as well."

| bowed my head, and put my hand over my eyes. | didn't mean to choke myself up as much as| did. But
saying how much someone means to you jackhammersinto your head the fact of whether you mean it or
not. | had meant it. | didn't realize how much.

"That was avery noble speech,” Gwedif said, after a minute. "But we must hurry. Are you ready to
answer questions?"

"Yes," | sad, clearing my throat. "I'm ready."

"Very well. Theientcio will speak for the officers, and | of course will speak for him."

"All right."

"The ientcio wants to know what you think happened in those last minutes of your friend'slife."

"If theientcio will alow it," | said, "I'd rather hold off on that question, for reasons that I'll get into in
just aminute. But | can say that, being a human, | suspect that the situation was not as clear-cut as
Joshua saw it. Joshua was looking at Michell€e's actions, but perhaps not her state of mind."

"What gives you the right to make this decision for your friend?"

"She gave me theright, if she were incapacitated such as sheis, to make medical decisions for her. |
believe this qualifies me to take this action."”

"What will you do if we refuse your request, or if the results are such that Joshuais not able to inhabit
your friend's body?"

"I don't know," | said. "I don't really have a backup plan."
"That's not very wise," Gwedif said.

"No, it'snot," | agreed. "But giving her a chance hereis better than her having no chance back on Earth."
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"You realize that if Joshua inhabits your friend's body, your friend will still be dead."

"l understand that. At the same time, Joshua has told me that he has retained the memories and some of
the personality traits of Ralph, the dog whose body he inhabited, and those traits are still with him even
now. My hope would be that some of who Michelle was might still remain after Joshua inhabits her
body. However, even if doesn't work out that way, from the practical purposes of having Joshua inhabit
Michell€e's body, it won't matter."

"It occurs to the ientcio that you might be proposing having Joshua inhabit your friend's body merely out
of convenience."

| blinked. "I'm not sure | follow that," | said.

"Y ou said that this course of action may be the best way to introduce the Y hergjk to humanity."
"Right," | said.

"What are some other courses of action?"’

"I didn't come up with any others that were as good as this one, I'm afraid,” | said.

"That's what the ientcio means," Gwedif said. "Thisis, you'll admit, a rather extreme course, and your
pressing for it may ssimply be away to keep you from admitting that you couldn't figure out a more

conventional or at least sane way of introducing the Y hergk to your people. How is the memory of your
friend served well by what might be your instinct to save your own skin?"

| flushed. "I wouldn't deny that having Joshuain Michell€e's body would keep me from having to admit
total defeat,” | said. "But with all due respect to the ientcio, if he or the rest of you had wanted to do this
conventionally, you should have just dropped a cube down on the steps of the White House and gonein
for the tour. Thisis an extreme course, yes. But it will give a 'Y hergk a chanceto live as ahuman, to be
a human. Joshua has human memories, but that's not enough. It's like watching a documentary of awar.
Y ou can watch it athousand times, but you still can't say you've fought. If you want to understand
humans, you have to be one. Here's a chance.”

"Wouldn't her family know that your friend has changed?"

"She has no family," | said. "The only person who would have been close enough to note the change
would have been me. And maybe her hairdresser. | don't know."

"Y ou say that a'Y hergjk could send the memory to another human being, so they might seeit. Which
Y hergjk? Which human?"
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"The Y herglk would be Gwedif," | said. "He's worked with humans before, and he's the only Y hergik on
the ship who didn't parent Joshua, so that makes him more impartial than any other Y heralk might be.
Asfor the human, | had originally thought | could do it, but I'm biased towards my argument. So it
would have to have been Miranda. Mirandais morally opposed to the idea of Joshua inhabiting
Michelle's body, but | trust her not to let her own opinion color what she would experience in the
memory. But now, as it turns out, we've happened to pick up someone who istotally unbiased, since he
doesn't know the specifics of Michelle's event. So the human who sees the memory should be Jim Van
Doren."

"What?' Van Doren said.

"You'rethe man," | said, "Who gets to read Michelle Beck's mind."

"How do | do that?' Van Doren said.

"I'm going to stick tendrilsinto your skull,” Gwedif said.

"Isit going to hurt?"

"Not if you're nice to me from now on," Gwedif said, sweetly.

"Tom, you never told me that | was going to get probed,” Van Doren said.

"It'snot really aprobe,” | said. "Come on, Jim. Y ou wanted to get the story straight, anyway."
"Isthis seriously necessary?' Van Doren said.

"Yes, itis," | said. "Honestly. What you experience now could change the course of the world."
"It sounds so hackneyed when you put it that way," Van Doren said.

"It's hackneyed, but it'strue," | said.

Van Doren turned to Gwedif. "Promise me my brainisn't going to end up in ajar," he said.

"It will stay safe and snug in your chubby little skull,” Gwedif said. "l promise. You'll be fine."
"God, what have | gotten myself into,” Van Doren said. "All right. Fine. Whatever."

"Theientcio has aquestion for Jim Van Doren," Gwedif said.
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"Okay," Van Doren said. "What?"

"Tom feels it would be appropriate for Joshua to inhabit Michelle Beck's body. Miranda does not. The
ientcio wishes to know what you think about Joshua inhabiting this human body."

"Well, it would take her off my list of people to date," Van Doren said. "Other than that, | don't know."

"The senior officers will now debate the issue and render adecision,” Gwedif said. "Y ou may notice the
room getting smellier for afew minutes.”

It did. By the time they were finished, my eyes were watering. Miranda had to sit down. Van Doren was
standing his ground, but just barely.

"The senior officers have decided to allow meto probe Michelle and transmit the memoriesto Jm Van
Doren," Gwedif said.

"Good," | said. "Another minute of discussion and my sinus cavities would have imploded.”
"It was not a unanimous vote," Gwedif said. "There was alot of shouting."
"What do | do now?" Van Doren wanted to know.

Gwedif had him sit next to the stretcher and explained Van Doren's options -- Gwedif could go through
his nose, which was the most efficient way, but the most uncomfortable, or through the ears, which was
less efficient but least uncomfortable. Van Doren chose the ears.

"What am | going to be looking at?' Van Doren asked me, as Gwedif was preparing Michelle.

"Y ou're going to be looking at the last moments of her life,” | said. "The ones just before she goesinto
the coma."

"What am | looking for?"'

"Don't look for anything," | said. "That's the whole point of you doing this: you don't know what to look
for. Just let us know what you're experiencing."

"Will | be ableto tell you asit happens?’
"How should | know?' | said. "l've never done this before, either.”

"Man, your alien dog wasright," Van Doren said. "This is the weirdest night of my life."
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Gwedif slopped onto his ears before he could say another word.
"What are you seeing?' | asked Van Doren.

"I'm seeing your ugly face, Tom," Van Doren said.

"Try closing your eyes," | suggested.

Van Dorendid. "Thisisso very odd," he said, finally. "I'm seeing some woman pouring goop over my
face. I'm feeling the goop. What is this stuff?"

"Try sensing it for yourself," Gwedif suggested. "Just like you would your own memory."
Silence for a moment.

"It'slatex,"” Van Doren said. "I'm getting alatex mask done for this stupid movie I'm doing. The woman
who's putting the mask on meisareal bitch. A minute ago she tried to make Miranda leave. Miranda
stood up to her, and she's talking to her now about something else.”

Silence for another moment.

"Now the woman is sticking straws up my nose," Van Doren said. "It hurts, the way she's doing it, but |
don't say anything because | just want to get this over with. I'm more depressed than I've ever beenin
my life. Hmmm. That's odd."

"What's odd?' | say.

"The way Michelleis experiencing that," Van Doren said. "She is depressed. Really, really depressed.
But she's trying to make herself more depressed than sheis."

"“Why?' | ask.

"I don't know....." Van Doren trailed off for aminute. Then he said, "I think it's because she feels stupid.
The audition earlier in the day went incredibly badly because she had prepared the wrong scene and
because she fainted because of her treatment, whatever that means. She knows these things are her fault,
and they were stupid little things. | think she'd rather be depressed than feel stupid. Yes, that's exactly
what it is."
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Silence again.

"My face is completely covered now. Mirandais telling me she hasto go. | don't want her to go, because
| don't want to be left alone. But | can hear the pain in her voice. | think she ate a bad burrito. | feel sorry
for her; my lunch wasfine. | let her go.

"Now I'm just lying here, thinking, trying to make myself more depressed. But it's not working. I'm
replaying the earlier audition in my head and I'm looking stupider each time | replay the memory. And
now, to top it al off, I'm sitting in Pomona with straws sticking out of my nose, for a part that | got
because someone wanted to fuck me a couple years back. I'm disgusted with myself. | yank out the
straws, and fling them away. I'll just sit here and die with goo on my face."

There it was.

| looked at Joshua, who was sitting there, a sad doggie look on his face. He was right. He wasn't happy
about it, but he was. | bit the inside of my cheek until it bled. | wasin ajumble of emotions. Sad for
Michelle, who chose a stupid, stupid way to end her life. Angry at myself for believing that Michelle
couldn't, wouldn't try to kill herself, and for taking her body so far away from where it should be.
Fearful, because now | didn't know what | was going to about Michelle. Or myself. Where could | take
her to die? To finally die?

Miranda was sobbing quietly next to me. | reached over to her and held her. All she had to deal with was
simple grief. | amost envied her. Which made me feel worse.

"Oh, thisis stupid,” Van Doren said.
"What?' | said.

"Thisisstupid," Van Doren repeated. "Now | can't breathe. | try exhaling really hard to blow the latex
out of my nose but the goo keeps dripping down. | need those stupid straws. Now |I'm going to have to
get up and crawl around to find those damned things. Without messing up my mask, if possible, so |
don't have to do thisever again. | try to get up out of my chair while keeping my face in the same
position. | get up and start walking around, feeling for things. | bump into the side of something. | trip.
Now I'm trying to keep my balance. It's not working. | crash into something backwards. | can hear and
feel stuff falling behind me. Now nothing's making sense -- there's aflash of brightness and aringing in
my ears. | fall down. | realize I'm bleeding from the back of my head. Something must have dropped on
my head. I'm dizzy. | can't get up. | feel sleepy. | guess| really am going to die. Thisreally sucks."

Posted by john at 11:49 PM

Chapter Nineteen
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The response was immediate. Seconds after Van Doren's recounting of Michell€e's last memory, the room
erupted in asmell that can truly only be described as utterly fucking rank.

Somewhere in the smell processing centers of my brain, my olfactory nerves handed in their
resignations; Miranda moaned, turned away, and threw up. Van Doren, still connected to Gwedif,
appeared unaffected. Later | found out Gwedif had suppressed his olfactory sense. Lucky bastard.

"Uh oh," Joshua said. "Now we've doneit."

| leaned over Miranda and tried to help her. "Jesus, Joshua," is said, perhaps redundantly. "What's
happening?"

"Remember what Gwedif said about the vote not being unanimous?' Joshua asked.

"Yeah," | said. "So?"

"WEell, actually, it was. The senior officers were all against having Gwedif probe Michelle. All of them."
"What? So why did we go ahead?' | said.

Gwedif piped in. "Theientcio overruled them, Tom. On the grounds that it was important to see how
accurate Joshua's interpretation of the event was, not because of your arguments. He said he was
confident that Joshua's version was the correct one, and that it would only be polite to fulfill your
request, as you are our friend and partner.”

"Hedid thisasafavor?' | was suddenly and uncontrollably outraged. "Hey, fuck him. And fuck you for
going along with it, Gwedif. I'm not interested in favors for the sake of appearances. I'm trying to offer
your fucking people what you said you want."

"Tom, please,"” Gwedif said. He voice sounded strained; | wondered how much of it was actual strain he
was allowing me to hear, and how much was play acting, since the voice was an artificial way for him to
communicate. "Y ou don't know what's been going on around here."

"Enlighten me," | said.

"The senior officers aren't the only ones who are opposed to the idea of allowing Joshua to take control
of your friend's body. Nearly everyone on the ship is. The taboo against inhabiting a thinking being

against itswill is extremely strong for Y hergk. It's entrenched in our culture in ways you can't
appreciate."

"It's worth about five or six of the Ten Commandments,” Joshua said.
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"That'saflip way of putting, but yes," Gwedif agreed. "And now you come and want us to throw aside
all that entrenched thought, Tom. Frankly, there's alarge group of Y hergjk on this ship who think your
request may be proof that humans aren't ethically developed enough for us to be involved with at all.
They want to call thisall off."

"But it'snot asif Michelleisalive," | said. "She's brain dead. Dead."

"We don't have brains, Tom," Gwedif said. "'Brain dead' is not a concept that has a direct trandation. It
doesn't come across to us. For Y hergk, there is body death, which doesn't necessarily mean the death of
the personality. And there's soul death, which doesn't necessarily mean the death of the body. But if a

Y hergjk inhabits the body of another Y hergk, its because he's caused the soul death of the other.
Murder, Tom. Thislooks and feels like murder to us."

"But she'sgone,” | said, amost plaintively.

"It's adistinction without difference," Gwedif said, quietly. "At least, for most of us. That's why the
lentcio had to say that he was being polite."

"Huh?' | said.

"Christ, Tom, you can be dense sometimes," Joshua said, irritably. "The only way that the ientcio could
get the rest of the senior officersto go aong was by saying that we ought to honor your request for the
sake of politeness. The senior officers went along with it because they had expected my version of the
events to play out. Now that it didn't they've got awhole new thing to think about. And you've got your
foot in the proverbia door."

| took a minute to let what Joshua said sink in. "Wow," | said, finally. "They must not be very happy
with you at the moment, Joshua."

"They're not," Joshua said. "Screw 'em. They were being provincia about it."
"But you were against it, too," | reminded him.

"Sure," Joshuasaid. "I'm still not entirely thrilled about the idea, to tell you the truth. But now | know
that Michelle didn't really want to die. That helps. And aso, you're right. This would probably be the
best way for the Y hergjk to meet humanity."

"I'm glad you've come around,” | said.

"Don't get cocky," Joshua said. His tongue rolled out of his doggy mouth.
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"What happens now?" | asked Gwedif.

"Now we argue,”" Gwedif said. "We have to seeif the senior officers can wrap their minds around the
concept of human death. Once we've done that, we might get them to see the wisdom of having Joshua
inhabit this body. It could take some time."

"Hope you brought a good book with you," Joshua said.

Miranda, who had been slumped at my side, moved. "Do we need to be here for this?' she said. "If they
yell anymore, | may have to barf up alung."

"I'm sorry," Gwedif said. "You're right. No, you don't have to be here. Thisis something the officers will
have to hash out for themselves. | can take you back to your car, if you like."

"I haveto pee," Van Doren said, coming out of his daze. Gwedif disconnected; Van Doren's nose
immediately scrunched up in disgust.

"I thought | told you to go before we left,” Joshua said. "Now you're just going to have to hold it."
"Really?' Van Doren said.

"No, not really," Joshua said. "Hmmmm. We don't really have bathrooms, though. Let's go see if we can
go find you a secluded corner or something."

Joshua and Van Doren went off to find a bathroom substitute; Gwedif, Mirandaand | headed back to the
ambulance. Miranda opened the back and crawled onto the stretcher there. Gwedif took hisleave of us,
promising news as soon as it happened.

| got into the back of the ambulance with Miranda and started rummaging around. "I thought | saw water
around here somewhere," | said. "Though it might have been plasma. I'm not sure.”

"If you find it, give me some," Miranda said. "l've got the great taste of vomit in my mouth and | want it
out."

"Water or plasma?' | asked.

"At this point | really don't care," she said. Sherolled on her back and covered her eyes with her arm.
"God. What a bizarre day."

"So what do you think of the Y hergk?' | said. "Everything you ever wanted in an alien civilization and
more?"
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"They're fascinating," Miranda said, languidly. "An entire people, amazingly technologically and
ethically advanced, al in desperate need of Dr. Scholl's foot deodorizers. Where's that water?”

"Here," | said, handing her the bottle | found. "Thisisclear, at the very least."

"Good enough,” she said. She propped herself up on her elbow and took a slug. Then she offered the
bottle to me. "Want some?’

"What, after you put your vomit-coated mouth on it? | don't think so," | said. "Besides, | don't know
where you've been."

"Yesyou do."

"WEell, over the last twenty four hours or so, yes," | said. "But before that, it's all one big, scary,
dangerous blank. Twenty seven years worth of blank. Yikes."

"You'reslly," Mirandasaid. "All my timeis spent at work. When I'm not at work, I'm at home. No
mystery there." She patted the stretcher. "Come take a nap with me."

"I think | should stay awake," | said. "Gwedif might come back."

"Tom, it smelled so bad in there that | threw up,” Miranda said. "1 think it will be awhile."
"There's not enough room on that stretcher for both of us,” | said.

"Don't be ababy," Miranda said. "I don't bite."

“I'm bitterly disappointed to hear that."

"Get me sometime when I'm not so tired,” Miranda said.

| maneuvered onto the stretcher.

"See" Mirandasaid. "That wasn't so bad."

"I've got ametal rail in my back," | said.

"It builds character,” Miranda said.

"Just what | need now," | said. "Character. Oh, great. |I've got the extraarm."
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"What?' Miranda said.

"When two people are in the same bed together, there's aways an arm that gets in the way. It'sthis one.”
"We're not in bed,” Miranda said. "We're in a stretcher.”
"Same concept,” | said. "Even more so, in fact."

"Weéll, moveit."

"Where?"'

"Here."

"Here? That doesn't help.”

"Here, then."

"If | keep it here, my entire arm will fall asleep. Ouch. No."
"You are ababy," Miranda. "How about here?’

"Wow," | said. "That is comfortable. How did you do that?"
"Hush," Miranda said. "I should have some secrets."

We were aslegp in seconds.

*kkk*%

We woke when Van Doren pulled open the doors of the ambulance. "Rise and shine, sleepy heads," he
said, rather too cheerily.

Miranda grabbed at the water bottle and chucked it half-heartedly at Van Doren. "Die screaming,” she
said.

"Remind me not to be around you in the morning,” Van Doren said.

"I don't think you'll need to worry about that one," Miranda said.
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"Sorry to wake you guys up, but the senior officers have come to a decision and they want you guysto
come," Van Doren said.

"A decision?' | said. "How long have we been aslegp?"
"About six hours," Van Doren said.

"Six hours? Jesus, Jim," | struggled to get up without putting an elbow into Miranda. "Michelle's
portable respirator only had a quarter chargein it.”

"Relax," Van Doren said. "They recharged the battery."
"How did they do that?' | asked.

"These people use their technology to travel trillions of miles, and you ask how they can recharge a
battery,” Van Doren said. "Sometimes you're just not too bright."

"What have you been doing all thistime?' Miranda asked VVan Doren.

Van Doren puffed himself up, mock pridefully. "While you two were wasting time sleeping, | wandered
around this place. Not bad. Although | have to say if we ever plan any joint human-Y hergjk spaceship,
they're going to have to come up with taller passageways. The top of my head is bruised. Enough
chatter. | was sent to get you. They'll be annoyed with meif | show up by myself."

"Go on without me," Miranda said. "I'll just stay here and nap alittle longer."
"No can do," Van Doren said. "They specifically asked for you to come, Miranda."
Miranda sat up when she heard this. "Why?"

"Do |l look like | can interpret their smell language?' Van Doren said. "They didn't give me reasons.
They just asked for both of you. Now, as Tom once said to me, lesstalk. More walk. Get up."

When we got to the meeting room, it was much less stench-filled than when we left it. Still, the residue
of the hours-long debate wafted in the air of the room, like the echoes after arally; it smelled like the
lion cage at the zoo after a particularly large meal had been consumed.

"Tom, Miranda, Jim," Gwedif said, as we entered. "Welcome back."

"Thank you, Gwedif," | said. "It smells much better in here now."
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"It got worse before it got better," Gwedif confided. "At some pointsit was so thick in here that we had
to stop to clear the air."

"We use that expression, too," | said.
"Yes, but you don't mean it literally," Gwedif said.

Joshua, who had been conferring with one of the Y hergjk, trotted over and spoke to Gwedif. " Got the
|ast-minute objection ironed out,” he said. "We're ready."

"Very well," Gwedif said. "Should you speak or should 1?7
"It's your show, big man," Joshua said. "Far be it from me to steal your thunder."

"All right, then," Gwedif said, and wafted out a not-too-obnoxious odor. The Y hergjk on the risers, who
had been clustered in groups, broke out of the groups and arrayed themselves in their formal positions.
When they had gotten to their places, Gwedif spoke to us.

"The ientcio wishes me to inform you that after much debate, the senior officers have decided, at this
juncture, to withdraw all opposition on moral ground to Joshua's inhabitation of your friend's body," he
said. "Be aware that this does not mean that the senior officers have fully resolved the overarching
philosophical and ethical issues at hand. Far from it, in fact. Be that asit may, the senior officers have
come to agree that what is moral and ethical for Y herajk may not have an exact analogue for humanity,
and that thisislikely to be one of those issues where the analogue does not exist. If nothing else comes
of this, you may at least have the consolation that you've introduced a new philosophical issue for the
Y hergjk to argue about for at least a century or two."

"I didn't mean to cause trouble," | said, looking at the Y hergjk that | assumed was the ientcio. "Y ou have
to believe that | meant well."

"Theientcio says he understands that you humans have a phrase -- 'The road to Hell is paved with good
intentions.' He suggests that this may be a case where that phrase might apply."

"Possibly," | said. "But we also have another phrase, 'Y ou have to go through Hell before you get to
Heaven.' It might also apply."

"Theientcio agreesthat it might indeed," Gwedif said.

"I can't believe you just quoted a Steve Miller tune to the leader of an alien race," Van Doren, standing
next to me, muttered under his breath.
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"Shut up," | muttered back. "It worked."

"With the ethical issuesin this case tabled at |east for the moment, we have one fina issue to confront,"
Gwedif said. "But thereis a complication. It involves one of you."

"Which one?' | asked.

"Before | can answer that, | have to request something,” Gwedif said. "We have to ask something of one
of you. That person must answer a question, and that answer must be truthful, arrived at without
coercion from the other two of you. There's a number of ways that we could do this, but the most
convenient would simply be that the one of you asked the question to answer it without conferring with
others."

"How would you do that?' | asked.

"We'd ask the other two of you to step away and turn around."

"Kind of low-tech, isn'tit?' Van Doren asked.

"You'd prefer electrodes or something?' Gwedif said, breaking formality for just a second.
"Well, no," Van Doren admitted.

"Then | suggest we do it my way," Gwedif said. "Will you all agree to this?"

We all nodded our assent.

"The person is Miranda,” Gwedif said.

"Crap," Miranda sighed. "It figures."

"Tom, Jim, please turn around and step back," Gwedif said. "Please listen, but do nothing else.”
We did as we were told.

“"Now, Miranda," we heard Gwedif said. "As I'm sure you know, your friend Michelle's mind is severely
damaged. Even if Joshua were to attempt to inhabit the body, he would not be able to contral it, because
of the severity of the brain damage.”

"I understand that," | heard Miranda say.
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"Normally, thiswould be the end of the issue," Gwedif said. "But Joshua has suggested another avenue
that we have never explored. Simply put, it involves removing Michell€'s remaining personal memories,
then replacing the damaged brain, and using atemplate of another, similar brain to control Michelle's

body.'
"My brain," Miranda said.

"That'sright," Gwedif said. "By examining how your brain functions and handles body operation, it's
possible that Joshua might be able to train his own body to mimic your total brain function, and then use
those functions to handle Michelle."

"Will that really work?' Miranda asked.

"We don't know. There are several issues that complicate matters. The first, of course, is whether Joshua
can successfully map your brain at al, well enough to have that map control a human body. The second
issue is whether the way your brain handles your body is at al similar to the way Michelle's brain
handled hers. There are bound to be subtle differences, and possibly some that are not so subtle. The
advantage would be that it would help give Joshua an even better idea of what it is to be human. It's also
the only ideawe've come up with that has a chance, however small, of succeeding.”

"Why can't you use Tom's brain or Jim's brain as amodel ?' Miranda asked. "They're human, too."

"Yes, but they're men," Gwedif said. "On the level of bodily function, this presents obvious problems,
since men and women are physically sexually differentiated. Tom's brain or Jim's brain aren't prepared,
for example, to handle something like menstruation.”

"There's acomment that works on awhole bunch of levels,” Miranda said.

"I'll bet," Gwedif said. "Beyond the physical issues, men and women also have different cognitive
structure to their brains -- they use different parts of their brains to handle the same tasks. They're
different enough that it would just make sense to use awoman's brain if we can. In away, it's very lucky
that you found out about Joshua; otherwise the chances of success for this idea would be even lower
than they already are."

"How would you make atemplate of my brain?' Miranda asked. "Would you do what you did with
Jm?'

"It's going to be quite a bit more involved than that, I'm afraid," Gwedif said. "Joshuawould literally
have to go swimming in your brain, examining each part of it, discovering how it functions and how it
relates to every other part. He did this to some extent with Ralph, the dog whose body he inhabited, but
in that case he had a couple of weeksto do it, and it was afairly organic process. Thiswill be much
guicker and more invasive. There is some potential for injury on your part. We feel that it is small, but
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we would be remiss not to bring it up."
"What happens to Michelle's brain?' Miranda said. "l mean, the one that's in there right now?'

"I suppose we'd get rid of it," Gwedif said. "It serves no further purpose at that point. It's already terribly
damaged, and if we can't get thisto work, your friend Michelle will be dead regardless.”

"That's terrible,” Miranda said, and | could hear atrace of bitterness in her voice. "She deserves better
than to have her brain, or any part of her, just thrown in the trash. Any of usdo.”

"l understand,” Gwedif said. "And we're all very aware of your opposition to having Joshua inhabit the
body. That's why we need to ask you, without input from Tom or Jim, whether you would do this. You
will possibly be risking your own life and your own brain for something that is not likely to work. If it

does not, your friend will certainly die. If it does, your friend is still dead and another person will have
taken her place. Thisisyour decision, Miranda. It can be made by no one but you."

| suddenly felt my hand taken up by Miranda's. "It's funny,” she said. "I understand why you don't want
me to ask Tom or Jim about it. | know how much this meansto Tom. | don't know what it means to Jim,
but if | had to guess, I'd say that he'd agree with Tom. But | think that either of them would tell me to
make up my own mind. I'm sure of it, in fact."

| squeezed Miranda's hand fiercely. She squeezed it back briefly, and then let it go.
"I have afew more questions,” Miranda said.

"Of course," Gwedif said.

"If Joshua goes into my brain, will he be making a copy of me?"

“I'll answer that," | heard Joshua said. "Miranda, no. | don't have any interest in things like your
memories, just the way your brain handles your body."

"But who | amisn't just my memories, it's how | see the world," Miranda said. "Part of that's got to be
how my brain works."

"Well, yes," Joshua said. "But, remember that your brain pattern is going to be overlaid onto my
personality asit is now, and that Michelle's memories will also be in amix. The end result is going to be
something that's part you, part me, and part Michelle. And part Ralph the dog, now that | think about it.
It's going to be awild time inside that skull, let me tell you."

"How much of Michelleis going to bein there?' Miranda asked.
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"I haven't decided yet," Joshua said. "l have to see what works and what doesn't.”

"Y ou have to promise me that you have as much of Michelle in there as possible," Mirandasaid. "And
not just memories, Joshua. Anything of her that can be salvaged.”

"I don't know if | can do that," Joshua said. "It may make it more difficult to inhabit the body."

"I don't care," Miranda said. "If you need me to do this, you have to live with my conditions. That's my
condition. You and | don't belong in that body, Joshua. She does. | want as much of her in there as can
be there. Or we have no deal ."

"Y ou understand that what you're asking may put you yourself at additional risk,” Gwedif said. "Joshua
will have to spend more time integrating your brain with what remains of her brain. The longer he has to
be in your brain, the more dangerousit is for you."

"I figured as much," Miranda said. "But it's important to me. And it'sthe only way I'll do it."
"Areyou sure?' Joshua asked.

"l am," Miranda said.

"All right," Joshua said. "I'll do it your way."

"Then I'll doit,” Miranda

It was only after | relaxed that | realized | wastense. | turned around.

"When do we start?' Miranda asked Joshua

"As soon as you're ready," Joshua said. "Y ou might want to have that extra stretcher from the ambulance
to rest on, though. It's going to be along, drawn out process."

“I'll make arrangements,” Gwedif said, and slid away to do so. Joshua stepped back to the risers,
apparently to confer with the senior officers. | went to Miranda, who stood there, looking drained.

"You'reastar," | told her.
She smiled wanly. "l bet you say that to al the girls," she said.

"Sure," | said. "But | really mean it thistime."
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Miranda laughed alittle, and then rested her head on my shoulder and cried just alittle bit aswell. Van
Doren, who had been watching us, decided this was agood timeto stare at afar wall. "Oh, Tom,"
Miranda said, finally. "I don't have the slightest idea what I'm doing."

"You'll befing" | said. "You'll bejust fine. I'll stay with you, if you want."

"And have you see me with aliens digging into my skull?' Miranda smiled more widely and wiped her
eyes, clearing away the film of tears. "I don't think so, Tom. | don't think we're at that point in our
relationship yet."

"I guessthat'strue,” | said. "Most couples would save the alien probe scene until at least the tenth
anniversary. Y ou know, to add some zip to a stale relationship. We're just way ahead on that curve.”

Miranda placed her hand on my cheek. "Tom," she said, not unkindly. "Right now, that's nowhere as
funny asyou think it is."

*kkk*

Miranda, Michelle and Joshua wheeled away towards the Y herajk medical area, shapeless Y herjak
pooling on the sides of the stretchers, pulling it along. Van Doren and | looked at each other. We had no
idea what to do with ourselves now. Gwedif, who remained with us, offered afull tour. | accepted, and
Van Doren tagged along, apparently excited at the idea of actually understanding what it was he was
looking at thistime.

The rest of the ship was as visually unappealing as what we had already seen: corridor and rooms carved
out of the stone of the asteroid, smoothed over and filled with the Y hergjks equipment. For al intents
and purposes, we could have been at a science lab anywhere on the planet -- everything functional, none
of it esthetically pleasing.

Gwedif, who was trying to keep us distracted from our concern about Miranda and Michelle,
acknowledged that for us the ship might not be tremendously exciting to look at. That's the problem with
our species having different primary sensory organs, he said. It's really fascinating to smell, he assured
us. Of course, most of the smells on the ship would make us pass out from their potency if we didn't
have noseplugs. Which Gwedif also admitted put a damper on the wonder of the ship.

The one area of the ship that | found the most interesting was what Gwedif |abeled as the art gallery,
with the tivis that Gwedif described to Carl. Like everything else on the ship, the tivis weren't much to
look at -- they looked like shallow bowls left on the floor, with blackened crusts of something
surrounded by wires. Gwedif steered us to one, suggested we sit down to get closer to the tivis, and then
dlid atendril into aslot on the floor near thetivis.

file:///K |/eMul e/lncoming/John%20Scal zi %20-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (222 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:47



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

The tivisimmediately started to warm up; the wires were apparently heating elements. Through my
noseplugs, | smelled something acrid, but | was also immediately overwhelmed by a sense of
wistfulness, with overtones of happiness but the slightest bit of regret. It was the feeling you get when
you see an old girlfriend, realize that she's awonderful person, and that you were kind of an idiot to let
her go, even if you're happily married now. | mentioned this (without the drama) to Gwedif.

"It worked, then," Gwedif said. "Tiviswork by stimulating certain emotions through smells. This one,"
he pointed to the one we were at, "is actually fairly crude -- it's just one primary emotion with only a
couple of emotional harmonics. Any of us could have made it, actually. It's the tivis equivalent of a paint-
by-numbers. Some of our tivis masters can create works of incredible emotional depth, layering emotion
on emotion in unexpected combinations. Y ou can get really worked up over agood tivis."

“I'll bet," | said. "These could go over real big on earth. Y ou need to introduce me to some of the
Y hergjk who make these."

"Looking for clients already?' Gwedif said.

"I've already got al of you as clients, Gwedif," | said. "Now | just need to find out which ones of you
need individual attention."

We sampled afew more tivis before | got restless and wanted to return to the ambulance. If | was going
to be worried, | wanted to be worried near something familiar. Van Doren came with me. We hung
around the ambulance for an hour before VVan Doren fished through the glove compartment and
unearthed a pack of cards. We played gin. Van Doren kicked my ass, he apparently didn't believe or
understand the concept of afriendly game of cards. After | got sick of cards, | grabbed a blanket out of
the ambulance, spread it out on the floor of the hangar and willed myself into another nap.

| awakened thistime by someone sticking their toein my side. | swatted at the leg. It jabbed, harder.
"Wake up," Someone said. It was Michelle's voice.

| spun up, whacking my head on the ambulance as | struggled to get up. Michelle stood before me,
naked. There was a crooked and slightly sardonic grin on her face. Never in al the yearsthat | knew her
had she ever had an expression like that. Sardonicism would have been alittle much to ask out of
Michelle.

"Joshua?' | asked.

"Y ou were expecting maybe Winston Churchill?* Joshua said. "By the way, | think you might as well
start calling me Michelle. There are very few people who look like this," she motioned to her body,
"That would be called Joshua."
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"All right....Michelle," | said.

Van Doren came over and frankly stared at Michelle's naked form. "Wow," he said. "I may haveto
revise that comment about taking you off my list of women to date."

"Back off, jerky," Michelle said.
"I just can't win," Van Doren complained.
"I guess we can say the transfer was a success,” | said.

"It was easier than | thought," Michelle said. "It helped that Gwedif had rummaged around through a
human brain before. When | first suggested the idea of going into Miranda's brain, he shared his
knowledge with me so | didn't have to fly completely blind. And Miranda was very open as well.
Between the two of them, we made some remarkable progress.”

"Whereis Miranda?' | asked.
"She's deeping,” Michelle said. "The experience took alot out of her."
"Issheall right?' | said. "I mean, no damage to her?"

"Other than fatigue, no, none," Michelle said. "Though you might give her afew days off when we get
back. Let her rest up.”

"She can take the rest of the year off," | said.

"Give her araise, t0o," Michelle said. "Hazard pay."

"Pretty soon she'll be making morethan | do,” | said.

"And about time, don't you think," Michelle said.

"How much of you isyou?' Van Doren asked Michelle.

"Which me are you talking about?' Michelle said. "Joshua, Michelle or Miranda?'
"Michelle, for starters.”

"There's actually quite abit of who Michelle wasin here," Michelle said. "Miranda's insistence on that
matter made me take alook at the whole picture again. It took more timeto get it al in, but now | agree
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with Miranda. It was the right thing to do. Now, | did do some judicious editing. Miranda's natively
smarter and has more common sense than Michelle. In those matters, | had a tendency to model the
template towards Miranda than Michelle. And at the end of it, everything that was Joshuais in here too,
although alot of it is being subsumed by the parts from Miranda and Michelle. I'm much more human
than | was before. And yet | retain all my endearing qualities from before. Truly, a perfect being."

"And modest, too," Van Doren said.
"Feh on you," Michelle said. "I'm going to remember that comment when the revolution comes."

The door to the hangar opened and a stretcher wheeled out, pulled along by Y hergjk. Miranda lay on it.
She smiled and waved as her stretcher was pulled up to where we stood.

"Y ou ought to be sleeping,” Michelle said, severely.
"Y ou ought to be dressed,” Miranda said.
"That hospital gown was so not me," Michelle said. "I've retained Michelle's fashion sense.”

"I urged her to rest, but she insisted on coming back here,” Gwedif said. He was one of the Y hergjk
pulling the stretcher.

"How areyou?' | asked.

"I'm fing," Mirandainsisted. "I feel like my sinuses were used as a bypass for the 405, but that's over
with. Now | want to go home. It's been fun having an alien probe, really, but | have plants to water and a
cat to feed. I've already missed two feedings. | miss one more, and | get classified as food myself."

"|s she well enough to move?' | asked Michelle.

"She'sfineg," Michelle said. "But | still think she needs some more rest."
"I can sleep on the way down," Miranda said.

"Good luck with that," Michelle said.

"Don't make me get huffy," Miranda threatened. "Besides, we have to go back. Y ou need to be outfitted,
Michelle."

"That'strue,” Michelle admitted. "There is much shopping to be done. We should head back
immediately. Stores are about to open.”
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"Do we all have to go back?' Van Doren said. We all turned to him. He shifted, slightly uncomfortable.
“If no one minds, I'd like to stay here for awhile."

"Why?" | asked.

"If my job isto be the storyteller for thislittle venture of ours, then it stands to reason that | should
spend time getting to know the Y hergjk,"” Van Doren said. "I think Gwedif and | could stand to spend a
little more time together. | want to get this story right, Tom. Besides, it's not like | have anything going
on back on earth. | don't even have a cat. And this way you're guaranteed that I'm out of your hair."

"Gwedif?' Michelle asked.

"I don't mind," Gwedif said. "It could be valuable, in fact. It could be helpful in figuring out what we
need to do to make the lonar more friendly to humans.”

"Start with air freshener,” Van Doren suggested.
"Watch it," Gwedif said.

We said our goodbyesto Van Doren and Gwedif. Miranda, still in her stretcher, lay in the back;
Michelle, still naked, stayed in back with her. Two Y heragjk pilots arrived and positioned themselves; in
amoment a platform formed beneath them and a transport cube began taking shape. Behind the wheel, |
waved again at Gwedif and Van Doren. Then the cube wall slid higher, obscuring the view.

Michelle poked her head up to the front. "Well, you did it," she said. "Y ou got me into this body. Y ou've
made me a human. What are we going to do now?"

"It depends,” | said. "How well do you think you can act?"
Michelle snorted. "Better than | could before, that's for sure.”
"Well, then," | said. "l have a plan."

Posted by john at 11:50 PM

Chapter Twenty

"Tom," Roland Lanois said, stepping out of his office. "What an unexpected pleasure." Hisintonation
stressed unexpected slightly more than it emphasized pleasure.
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"Roland,” | said. "Sorry about the sudden visit. But | have a proposition that | think you'll be interested
in, and | thought you'd want to hear about it immediately."

"I'm afraid that you've picked arather hectic time to drop by," Roland said. "'l have afive o' clock, and
it's already a quarter of five."

"I only need five minutes," | said. "I'll be long gone before your five o'clock.”

Roland grinned. "Tom, you are so unlike other agents. | actually believe that you only need five minutes.
Very well, then," he motioned into his office with his hand. "The clock isticking."

"Here'swhat | came herefor," | said, after Roland had closed his office door behind us. "I've got a dedl
for you on the Kordus material ."

"That's excellent," Roland said, taking a seat at his desk. "l hope your price is not too steep. We'll be
doing this story on a shoestring."

"Oh, I think you'll be ableto afford it," | said. "Y ou can have the rights to excerpt any of Krysztof's
writing at no cost.”

Roland sat, silent. "That's impossibly generous,” he said, finally. His intonation stressed impossibly more
than generous.

"I spoke to the Kordus family," | said. "I showed them the script. They love it. Moreover, they are well-
acquainted with your work and trust that you will do abrilliant job. They feel that if giving you the
rights at no cost will help this script make it to the screen, it'sworth it. They expect that the additional
book royalities that will be generated through the exposure of the work in the film will offset any loss
they take giving you permission to use the work. They're taking the long view. Of course, they will want
your permission to use artwork from the film to help promote the book reissues."

"Yes, of course," Roland said. "Of course. Tom, we'd be happy to do that. And you must thank the
Kordus family for me, profusely. Thisisatrue gift."

"WEell, yesand no," | said. "Thereis one thing you have to do for mefirst."
"What isthat?' Roland said.
"Give Michelle Beck another reading for Hard Memories."

"Um-hmmmm," Roland said. "That might be difficult."
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"Why isthat?' | said.

"WEell, to begin with, | understand that sheis currently in acoma."
"Shewas," | said. "She got better."

"Better?' Roland blinked. "How does one get better out of a coma?’

"We took her to an exclusive clinic where we tried some experimental therapies,” | said. "She'sfine,
realy."

"Experimental therapies.”
"Very experimental. Y ou wouldn't believe how experimental .”

Roland continued to look dubious. "If you say so," he said. "However, there is the more pressing issue
that Avika Spiegelman is dead set against Michelle for the role. | don't think that there's anything that
could be done to change her mind. And without her consent, nothing happens.”

"Let Michelle worry about that," | said. "All you have to do is get Avikato come here for another
reading."

"She won't come if she knows it's Michelle who is having the reading.”
"Surprise her," | suggested.

"I'd rather not," Roland said. "Tom, you don't understand how close | am to losing this project to begin
with. If Ms. Spiegelman shows up with Michelle here, | will be well and truly screwed."

"Roland, you're well and truly screwed anyway," | said. "Y ou don't have an actress. None of the
actresses who could carry thisfilm are available. Y ou have slightly under two weeks to cast thisthing, if
I'm correct. If you blow it now, you're only losing something that's already lost. Thisisin fact your last
chance to save the project. All Michelle wants is a second reading, Roland. That'sit. Y ou really have
nothing to lose."

"Except possibly my professional reputation,” Roland said. "It might be cheaper just to pay cash for the
Kordusrights."

"All right, Roland," | said. "Y ou force me to bring out my big gun."”

"I can't wait, Tom," Roland said. "Are you going to suggest Pamela Anderson Lee in a supporting role?'
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"How much would it take for you to produce the Kordus film?'

"The Kordus film?' Roland said. " | did a preliminary budget not long ago. My first estimate is about
eight million. Possibly lessif | film entirely in Poland.”

"How would you finance it?" | asked

"I'm still thinking about that," Roland said, "'l have a nice arrangement with BBC, which will finance a
couple million in the front end in exchange for broadcast rightsin the UK. The CBC will kick in just
under amillion for Canadian rights. | might be able to extort financing out of the French if | hire enough
French nationals to work on the film. Miramax or Fine Line might be worth afew million, although with
these sorts of properties, they tend to purchase distribution rights on the back end rather than up front."

"But no matter what, you end up a couple of million dollars short," | said.
"That's the drama of making small, serious films," Roland said.

"Here'sthe big gun,”" | said. "Get as much financing as you can from your usual sources, and whatever
your shortfall from eight million, Michelle will cover it. Whatever it is."

"What if | get lessfinancing than | expect for the Kordus project? Or none at all?

"Then Michelle will bankroll the entire eight million," | said. "Though | think we should reasonably
expect you to make the effort to line up other financing as well. But no matter what, you get the eight
from Michelleif you need it. It's solid."

"And all | have to do is give Michelle another reading,” Roland said.

"That'sright. If Michelle dazzles, then you get to make Hard Memories and then go with the Kordus
story. If not, you can get to work on the Kordus picture right away. No lost time. Y ou win either way."

"Christ, Tom," Roland said. "Y ou sure know how to pack your five minutes."
"You know me," | said. "Always go for the dramatic gesture.”

"When do you want your reading?' Roland asked.

"Give methree days," | said. "l need that much time to prepare Michelle."

"Tom," Roland said. "I appreciate your offer, and Michellesaswell. But | haveto tell you | suspect that
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three daysis not going to be enough time for Michelle to get herself up the level she needsto beto
convince Avika Spiegelman.”

"I think you'll be surprised,” | said. "Michelle's accident changed a lot of things. In some ways she'sa
whol e other person.”

"I still don't know why I'm going to Arizona,” Michelle said.

"Y ou're going there because | asked you to," | said.

"Remind me not to listen to you when you ask me to jump off acliff." Michelle said.
"Arizonais not so bad,” | said. "It has some lovely scenery.”

"Arewe going to visit any?' Michelle asked.

"No," | said. "But you can look out the window."

Our chartered jet was descending into Sky Harbor International Airport.

"Let metake adifferent tack," Michelle said. "Why did you want me to go to Arizona?"

"Because there's someone here | want you to meet. Someone | think will make a difference in your
reading tomorrow."

"Oh, yes, that," Michelle said. "The one you gave me so much time to prepare for. Thanks."
"You said you still retained Michelle's memories of the script and her reading ," | said.

"I did," Michelle said. "But Tom, just because she read it doesn't mean she understood it. It was not as
much reading as staring at the page and waiting for the sentences to come into focus. Michelle was a
nice person, but she really wasin over her head."

Our jet was now sliding over the runway. We landed with a small bump and much sgquealing of tires.
"Thank God," Michelle said. "I'm afraid of flying."

"Y ou were never afraid of flying before,” | said. "And you weren't scared when we dropping into the
atmosphere in a cube at Mach 20."
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"Welcome to the new me," Michelle said. "And | trust Y hergjk technology alot more than | trust yours.
Now get me the hell off of this plane. | have to go kiss the ground.”

A limo driver was waiting for us as we exited the plane. We went through the crowd rapidly, before
anyone could recognize Michelle, and were in the limo and on our way in a matter of minutes.

| rolled up the barrier between us and the driver almost immediately. "How flexible are you?' | asked.
"Why?' Michelle asked. "Y ou looking for excitement in the back of alimo?"
"No," | said. "What | mean to say is, can you generate any tendrils or tentacles?"

"Sure," Michelle said. "It's not like when | was in Ralph and | was stuck in his digestive system. I've got
Michelle's whole head undergoing transformation. See, look." Michelle's eyes suddenly bulged, dropped
out of her eye sockets, and began swinging around.

"That's the most disgusting thing | think I've ever seen,” | said.

"Now you know what I'm going to be doing for Halloween," Michelle said.
"Can you make the tendrils any smaller?' | asked.

"Of course," Michelle answered. "I can make them invisible, if you like."
"I would like," | said. "I think you may need them where we're going."”
"Where are we going?' Michelle asked again.

"We'll be there soon enough,” | said.

Less than half hour later, we were there.

"The Beth Israel Retirement Home," Michelle said, reading the stone sign out front of the facility. "Tom,
| realize that Hollywood stops hiring actress after a certain age, but thisisridiculous.”

"Hyuck, hyuck, hyuck," | said. "Come with me." We went inside.
The nurse at the reception desk wasted no time looking at me, preferring to look at Michelle instead.
"Aren't you Michelle Beck?' She asked.
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"I'm not Michelle Beck," Michelle said. "But | play heron TV."

"Excuse me," | said, drawing the nurse's attention to me. "I made an appointment to see Sarah
Rosenthal. I'm Tom Stein, her grandson.”

"I'm sorry,” The nurse said, snapping out of her celebrity stupor. "Of course. She's just woken up from a
nap, so she should be quite alert. It's good of you to visit. We've heard alot about you. Y our mother
comes in quite frequently, you know."

"I knew that," | said. "Since | wasin town, | thought | might come for avisit as well."

"That's very sweet of you," the nurse said. She glanced over at Michelle. "Are you two together?’

"For the first 10%, yes," Michelle said. The nurse looked slightly confused. Below the nurse's view, |
stepped onto Michelle's toes. Hard.

"Y es, we're together," | said.

"Follow me," The nurse got up and motioned towards the corridor.

Sarah Rosenthal, my grandmother, was in her wheelchair, staring out her window. The nurse knocked on
the open doorway to get her attention. My grandmother turned, recognized me, and broke into awide
grin. Her teeth werein. | went over to give her a hug; the nurse excused herself. Michelle stood in the
door, attentive but uncertain.

"I didn't know your grandmother was still alive," Michelle said.

"Sheis," | said, crouching down and holding my grandmother's hand. "But | don't see her very much.
She retired down here while | was still in elementary school. We'd see each other at high holidays and
during the summer, but not very much beyond that. Grandmama was a very independent soul. She had a
stroke not long after my father died, which took away her power of speech; my mother came down to be

closer to her."

My grandmother peered over at Michelle and motioned her over. Michelle came over; Grandmama held
out her other hand, and Michelle gave her hand. Grandmama shook it in welcome, and then turned it
over. Then she looked at me.

"What is she doing?' Michelle asked.

"She's looking for an engagement ring," | said. "Grandmama's been pushing me to get married since |
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was about thirteen." | turned back to my grandmother. "Michell€'sjust a client, grandmama,” | said. "But
you'll be happy to know | have anice girlfriend now. Very nice."

"She'salittle like me," Michelle said, to my grandmother.
"“I'll bring her down next time," | said. "Okay?"

Grandmama nodded in agreement, and then patted Michelle's hand, asif to say, I'msureyou're a very
nice girl, anyway.

"Michelle, would you close the door?" | said.
Michelle went to close the door; then she came back over.
"Now will you tell me what we're doing here?' she asked.

"My grandmother wasn't born hereinthe U.S.," | said. "She was born and lived the first part of her life
in Germany. She was a child when Germany lost the first world war and in her teens when Hitler came
to power. She was in her twenties when she and most of her family were sent to the camps.”

"My God," Michelle said. "I'm terribly sorry."

"Grandmama came to the US after the war, married again, and had another child," | said. "My mother.
And now we've come to the end of what | know of the story,” | looked over to Michelle. "Grandmama
would never talk much about her life before the US to my mother, and of course my mother never did
talk about it much with me. I'm hoping | can get her to share her experiences with you."

"Now | see," Michelle said.
My grandmother looked over to me, confused.

"Grandmama,” | said. "l haven't gone over the bend. | know you can't talk. Thisis hard to explain, but
Michelle has away of talking without talking. | know your memories are painful, and that you don't
share about them for areason. But Michelle wants to know what your memories are, if you'll share them.
It will help her understand many things about our lives, and our history. It would mean alot to me if you
would share your memories with her."

Michelle got down on her knee and took Grandmama's other hand again. " See what I'm doing now?"
Michelle said, holding grandmama’s hand lightly. "Thisis al I'd have to do. Just sit with you for alittle
while. Y ou wouldn't even have to think about those things, if you didn't want to, Sarah. All we'd haveto
do is sit together."
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My grandmother looked at Michelle, and then at me. She smiled, gently slid her hand out of mind, put it
to her temple, and made a corkscrew motion.

| laughed. "1 know. We both sound nuts. They're going to be hauling us both off sometime soon. But in
the meantime, will you help us?"’

My grandmother looked me and at Michelle. Michelle she patted on hand. Then she lightly tapped my
shoulder, and pointed at the door. | looked at her quizzically.

"I think she's saying she'swilling to do it, but she doesn't want you around," Michelle said. "Maybe she
had a reason for not telling the story to your mother or you, Tom. She doesn't want to run the risk of you
hearing it."

Grandmama nodded her head vigorously and patted Michelle's hand again.

"Out you go," Michelle said.

| stood up. "How long will you need?' | asked Michelle.

"An hour, maybe two," she said. "If you can manageit, I'd prefer that we weren't disturbed. | want to get
thisal at one time."

"I'll dowhat | can."

"Thanks, Tom," Michelle looked up at me briefly, and then back to grandmama. "Now, shoo. Sarah and
| are going to have a conversation."

*kkkk*%k

Twice anurse came by to check on things. Twice | sent her away, the second time bribing her with the
promise of an autograph by Michelle. The nurse left behind her clipboard and her pen as insurance. |
hoped it didn't contain serious information about any of the other folks in the retirement home.

Three hours after she began, Michelle opened the door to my grandmother's room and came out. She
touched my arm distractedly, and then propped herself against the corridor wall. She looked exhausted.

"Here," | said, handing her the clipboard. "l promised the nurse an autograph if she would go away."
Michelle took the clipboard and stared at it like it was some sort of strange animal.

"Michelle" | said. "Y ou okay?"'
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"I'm fine," she said, taking the pen from the top of the clipboard and scratching her name on the piece of
paper it contained. "1'm just very tired."

"How is grandmama?’ | asked.

"She's nodded off in her chair,” Michelle said, handing the clipboard back to me. "Y ou should have the
nurse put her to bed."

"I will," | said. "Did you get what you need?"

For the first time, Michelle looked directly at me. Her eyes were startling; they were the eyes of
someone who had walked through the coals of Hell and came through them, but not unscathed, not
without wounds.

"Y our grandmother is aremarkable woman, Tom," she said. "Remember that. Don't ever forget it."

Then she lapsed into silence. We didn't talk again that day.

*kkk*%

"What the hell is she doing here?' Avika Spiegelman said, referring to Michelle.

Roland had taken my advice and surprised Avika, saying only that he found an "interesting" actress that
he thought might pull off the role. The withering glare she was now carpetbombing Roland with made
me understand why he had been reluctant to go along with my scheme to begin with.

"We never got afull reading thefirst time," Roland said, holding his ground with aplomb. "I felt Miss
Beck deserved that much before we rejected her out of hand.”

"Roland, she fainted at the last reading,” Avika seethed. "And a good thing too, since she was clearly
incapable of the reading to begin with. | can't believe you would be wasting your time with her now,
considering how little time you have left with this property."

Michelle, who sat in front of the video camera, just as she had at the last reading, had a smirk on her face
that did not indicate she was taking Avika's insults seriously. Positioned as | was on the couch, | was
getting the full panoramic view: Michelle's smirk, Roland's aplomb, Avika's seething. This was going to
be afun reading.

"Boy, it's swell to see you again too, Ms. Spiegelman,” Michelle said.
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Avikaregarded Michelle coolly. "Aren't you supposed to be in acoma?' she said.

"I got over it," Michelle said. "Which, apparently, is more than you can say."

"Y ou planning to faint again?' Avikasaid.

"I won't if you won't,” Michelle said. "Do we have adea ?

"Fat chance," Avikasaid, and turned to Roland. "I'm leaving now, Roland." She turned to leave.
"Bitch," Michelle said.

Avikafroze. Very sowly, she turned around.

"What did you just say?' She spat at Michelle.

"Y ou heard me perfectly well," Michelle said, leaning back in her chair with an air of supreme
relaxation. "l called you abitch. | was going to call you araging bitch, but then I thought, why give you
the courtesy of amodifier? You're just a bitch, plain and ssimple.”

Avikalooked like the top of her head was going to pop off. She turned to me. "Tom, do you always |et
your clients insult the people who can give them the roles they want?"

"Hey," | said. "I'm just here for the show."

"I'm not calling anyone who will give me arole abitch," Michelle said. "Clearly, you have no intention
of giving metherole. Asfar as| can see, the only reason I'm calling you a bitch is because that is what
you so obviously are."

"I don't need to be insulted by you," Avika said.

"WEell, you need to be insulted by someone,” Michelle said. "And it looks like I'm the only one here with
enough interest in you to do it. Sort of sad, really."

"Listen, you little shit," Avikasaid. "Y ou don't even deserveto read for this part, much less play it."
"WEell then, we're equal," Michelle said, " Since you don't deserve to make that decision.”

"I'm her niece," Avika said.

"You're her third cousin, twice removed," Michelle said. "I checked. And your only qualification is that
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you're tangentially related. All you're interested in is appearances. | don't fit your notion of who your
sainted aunt was, so I'm out."

"Y ou're nothing like my aunt,” Avikasaid.

"I'd say I'm alot like your aunt. Y our aunt spent alot of her time flying in the face of ignorant morons
who decided the world was one way and there was no other way the world could be. Asfar as| can tell,
I'm doing the same right now. I'm more like your aunt than you are."

"How dare you say that," Avika hissed. "Y ou can't even act."
Michelle smiled. "Neither could your aunt, bitch."

Roland, who had been observing the exchange between Michelle and Avika with an increasing
expression of horror, glanced over at me with an expression that loosely translated to Get me out of here.
| shrugged. There was nothing to do now but to ride this one out.

Michelle got up, grabbed a script, and walked over to Avika. "I'll tell you what, Avika," Michelle said.
“I'll admit | could be wrong about you being a bitch. I'm entirely convinced you are, but it iswithin the
realm of possibility that I'm wrong. But the only way you can prove it isto admit you might be wrong
about me not being able to do the part.”

Michelle slapped the script on Avika's chest. "The only way you're going to do that isto let me read.
Comeon, Avika. It can't hurt."

"I don't have to prove anything to you," Avikasaid, grabbing the script.

"Sure you do," Michelle said, turning around and heading back to her seat. "Because there's one
difference between you and me, Avika. You see, | couldn't give a shit that you think | can't act. But it's
clear that it bothers you that | think you're a bitch."

"Hardly," Avikasaid.
"Really?' Michelle said, sitting down. "Then why are you still here?
Avika's mouth dropped open. Roland, a strapping man, looked like he wanted to curl up into afetal ball.

"Come on, people," Michelle said. "Let's shit or get off the pot. Read me or don't, but let's make a
decision.”

Roland snapped out of it before Avika could utter another word. "What scene would you like, Miss

file:///K |/eMule/Incoming/John%20Scal zi %20-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (237 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:47



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

Beck?"'

"Y our choice," Michelle said. "I really did memorize the script thistime."

"The whole script?' Roland said.

"Sure, why not?' Michelle said, and glanced over to me mischievously. "Elvisdid it."

Avika flipped the script open and read. "'"How dare you tell me what | can and cannot do,™ Avika said.
"'Y ou are my wife, not my master."

"'l am your master's instrument, Josef," Michelle said, the words ripping out of her with an intensity that
took us all by surprise. "'Go on the Judenrat and you turn your back on your people and your God. And
you turn your back on me. For | amyour wife, Josef. But cooperate with the Germans and we are not

married. You will be as dead to me now as you will be soon enough by the hands of the Germans.™
There was dead silence. We all stared in disbelief. Even me.

Michelle smiled sweetly. "Got your attention, didn't 17" she said.

Avika opened the script at random and quoted line after line. Line after line was responded to with the
sort of stunning display of acting that you get to see one or twice in alifetime. It was flabbergasting. It
was impossible. It was the most incredible acting experience I'd ever seen. And it was just aline reading.

We were all beginning to wonder what was going to happen once Michelle actually started acting for the
record.

After an hour and a half, Avika dropped the script at her feet. "I wouldn't have believed it," she said,
simply.

"I know you wouldn't,” Michelle said, as simply. "And | thank you, Avika, my friend, for finally letting
me show you."

Avika burst into tears and headed towards Michelle. Michelle burst into her own tears and met Avika
halfway. They stood in the middle of the room, crying hysterically. Roland and | looked over at each
other. Both of us had these incredibly smug smiles on our face.

We were in business.

Posted by john at 11:51 PM
Chapter Twenty One
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A montage of the next year, as told through headlines:
Daily Variety, Mar ch 5th
MICHELLE BECK VOWS"HARD MEMORIES'

Michelle Beck, wasting no time after her near-death experience during the pre-production of Earth
Resurrected, signed today to star in Hard Memories, abiopic of civil right activist and Holocaust
survivor Rachel Spiegelman. Spiegelman became famous for her association with Martin Luther King
during the late 50s and early 60s. Hard Memoriesis to be directed by Roland Lanois, and produced by
Lanois in association with the Spiegelman family. Compensation package was not discussed, though
with atotal budget of less than $18 million, Beck is undoubtedly taking much less than the $12.5 million
she scored for theill-fated Earth Resurrected. Filming in the Czech Republic and Alabamais expected
to beginin April for an Oscar-look release date of December 19th in New Y ork and Los Angeles.

Beck isrepped by Tom Stein of Lupo Associates.

*kkkk*%x

Los Angeles Times Calendar Section, March 11th
Jewish Groups Protest Casting of "Promises."
Decry casting of Michelle Beck as "stunt"; producers, family stand firm behind their star.

BEVERLY HILLS -- Michelle Beck is 25. Blonde. Blue eyed. Gentile. Rachel Spiegelman was
brown haired. Brown eyed. Jewish. And at the height of her notoriety, she was well into her
fifties.

So how did Michelle Beck get the call to play Spiegelman, noted civil-rights lawyer and
Holocaust survivor, in the upcoming Roland Lanois-directed biographical film Hard Memories?
It's a question that several Hollywood Jewish groups would like to have answered.

One of these groups, the Jewish Actors Association, went so far as to place a full-page ad in
film industry trade magazine Variety on Friday, decrying the movie as "stunt casting” and
calling upon director Lanois and the Spiegelman family to drop Beck for a more suitable
actress.

"It's not about Miss Beck being Jewish or not," said Avi Linden, communications director for the
JAA. "What bothers us is the fact that here is someone who is so clearly cast for box office
purposes. She's made $300 million in her last two films, and that's what the producers are
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looking at -- not how truthful the casting is to reality. The fact is, there are dozens of actresses,
Jew and gentile, who are more suited to the role."

Roland Lanois, the Oscar-nominated director and producer, acknowledges that his selection of
Beck was bound to be controversial.

"We understand that this casting is not intuitive at first blush," he said, noting that Beck was not
the first choice, landing the role only after actress Ellen Merlow dropped the role to take on a
television series. "We ourselves were hesitant at first. All we can say at this point is that it was
Michelle's performance, not any other consideration, that got her the role."

Avika Spiegelman, spokesperson for the Spiegelman family, which had unusual veto rights on

the casting of the role, issued a terse press release. "Michelle Beck is the best person for the
role, period," The release said. "She has the full support of the Spiegelman family."

*kkkk
Entertainment Weekly, March 17
Jm Mullen's Hot List

3. Jim Carrey's Poodle: They say you shouldn't work with dogs or children. Well, the poodle was
warned.

4. Michelle Beck: 25-year-old beach babe cast as serious, 50ish civil rights crusader. Next up for Beck --
playing Jm Carrey's poodle.

5. Roseanne's Country Album: Stop her before she sings the Star-Spangled Banner!
Variety, March 24
JUST FOR VARIETY

BEVERLY HILLS -- The atmosphere was electric at the Fine Arts theatre on Wilshire avenue,
but not for the usual reasons. On Saturday night, the Fine Arts was the scene, not of a movie,
but of an unprecedented SRO reading of Hard Memories, the film made controversial by the
casting of Michelle Beck in the central role of civil rights activist and Holocaust survivor Rachel
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Spiegelman. The guest list for the reading included the cream of the film industry and several
members of the Jewish groups that had criticized Beck's casting. It was a tough crowd, and
Hard Memories director-producer Roland Lanois knew it. "If | were in their shoes, | would have
the same reaction that they have had. Absolutely. No doubt," Lanois said prior to the reading.
"What this is about is helping them into our shoes. | think they're going to be surprised." Beck,
in the center of the storm, waded into the crowd before the reading, thanking folks for coming
and chatting directly with those who had opposed her casting, as if to show there were no hard
feelings. At 8:30, Beck, co-star and noted legit theater star David Grunwald, and Lanois and
producer Avika Spiegelman sat up front on simple stools and read the script, Beck as Rachel
Spiegelman, the other three trading off the other roles. By 9, there were already tears. At
10:30, when the reading was finished, Beck and her crew were treated to an ovation the likes
of which | have not seen in many a year. It was a tough crowd, but Beck won them over in
spectacular fashion. Next up: the audience at large.....

*kkkk

Hollywood Reporter, April 30th
Y oung Ankles Lupo Associates

Elliot Young, star of the mid-rated ABC series Pacific Rim, has dropped agent Ben Fleck of Lupo
Associatesin what insiders call an acrimonious split. Y oung was apparently disappointed in Fleck's
inability to transfer Y oung's moderate television stardom into afilm career.

"Fleck had come in promising Elliot the moon," said Pacific Rim director Don Bolling. "Then he of
course experienced trouble delivering. Elliot dropped him and, | think, rightly so."

Y oung is currently being repped by Paula Richter of Artists Associated.

*kkk*%k

Daily Variety, May 22nd
DISH: MERLOW'S FURLOUGH FROM 'GOOD HELP'

Dish hears that the already legendarily tense set of Good Help is Hard To Find has had the
tension cranked up another notch, when two-time Oscar winner-turned-would-be-sitcom-
comedienne Ellen Merlow jetted back to her Connecticut horse farm during the middle of
taping, placing the show in jeopardy of making its series debut September 9th. This latest flare-
up follows last month's standoff between Merlow and co-star Garrison Lanham (who played
Weezix, the alien butler), that resulted in Lanham's replacement by Bronson Pinchot, and by
last week's mass crew walkout, protesting their treatment by Merlow and her entourage. The
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Dish hears that Merlow's latest act might have placed her in violation of her $20 million
contract, giving exasperated producers Jan and Steven White the excuse they need to bounce
her from the show....

*kkkk*k
Daily Variety, June 16
MILESTONES

Tom Stein, 29, of La Canada married Miranda Escalon, 28, of Manhattan Beach, on Saturday, June 14th
at the Vivian Webb Chapel in Claremont. He is an agent at Lupo Associates. Sheis aso an agent, newly-
promoted, at the same firm. Stein's best man was L upo boss Carl Lupo; Escalon's maid of honor was
Michelle Beck, who flew in from the Czech Republic for the wedding.....

ok kK
Ad in Daily Variety and Hollywood Reporter, July 10

Lanois Productions

and

Century Films

Are proud to announce the completion of principal photography on

HARD MEMORIES

Starring Michelle Beck and David Grunwald

Written by Connie Reiser & Larry Card

Directed and Produced by Roland Lanois

LIMITED RELEASE: DECEMBER 19 IN NEW YORK AND LOS ANGELES

WIDE RELEASE JANUARY 23

*kkkk
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Entertainment Weekly, August 8

Stingless 'Scorpion'

Mindless Summer Explode-Fest Rings Hollow

...... Inquiring minds want to know: in this utter loss of a movie, does anything work? Well, the
explosions are pretty. Apologists may note the presence of Michelle Beck, whose upcoming
performance Hard Memories is one of the most intensely awaited of the Oscar season. Maybe some of
that aleged intensity rubs off here? No such luck. This Michelle Beck, at least, is scene decoration,

hardly onscreen before her helicopter is blown out of the sky by a preposterous string of coincidences.
Don't worry, this revelation won't ruin the plot for you: there'd have to have been aplot at al for that to

happen.

Rating: D

okk kK

Daily Variety, August 11

'SCORPION' VENOMOUS TO COMPETITION

$19.7M takes tops BO report; 'Gold Master' takes silver at $6.2M

Scorpion's Tail proves that some films are critic-proof; the widely panned action flick stung the
competition with a $19.7 million take, injecting a boost in the severely lagging summer box

*kkkk

Entertainment Weekly, September 22nd
OSCAR WATCH

....0Oscar-nominated director-producer Roland Lanois (The Green Fields) may have another
contender on his hands with Hard Memories. Insiders at a Century Pictures rough cut
screening say the film caused notoriously thick-skinned Century head Lewis Schon to cry into
his trademark Goobers. Of special note is Michelle Beck's performance, which those at the
screening labeled "revelatory”. Century's marketing department is already getting in high gear
for the Award season....
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The Arizona Republic, September 25th
Obituaries

Sarah Rosenthal, of Scottsdale, of complications from a stroke, at 3:15 pm, September 23rd. Mrs.
Rosenthal born in Hamburg, Germany on April 3, 1911 and emigrated to the United States in December
of 1945. Sheis survived by daughter Elaine Stein, also of Scottsdale, and grandson Thomas Stein, of La
Canada, Ca.

*kkk*%x

The Chicago Sun-Times, October 8
Hollywood Star, Agents to Endow U of C Chair

CHICAGO -- The University of Chicago, normally the most staid of places, received a little
Hollywood sparkle on Tuesday as Michelle Beck, star of the smash hit Summertime Blues, and
the upcoming Hard Memories, arrived on campus to announce a $3 million gift to endow a
chair in Holocaust Studies.

Speaking in the University's cavernous Mandel Hall, Beck alluded to her experience working
on the Holocaust drama Hard Memories as a motivating factor in the gift.

"We must not be so worried about history repeating itself as simply rubbing itself out of
existence," she said. "Each year that passes rubs off a little more of the memory. This is a way
to keep the memories fresh, and to refresh the story for each generation of students that walks
through these halls."

The chair, formally known as the Sarah Rosenthal and Daniel Stein Chair for Holocaust
Studies and Jewish History, will be filled in the next year, following a nationwide search. The
chair is named for Sarah Rosenthal, a survivor of the Holocaust, and her son-in-law Daniel
Stein, who graduated from the University of Chicago in 1962.

Besides Beck, other endowers of the chair include Carl Lupo, CEO of Lupo Associates, a

talent agency in Los Angeles, and Tom and Miranda Stein, also agents at Lupo Associates.
Tom Stein is the son of Daniel Stein.

*kkkk
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Entertainment Weekly, November 17
WINTER MOVIE PREVIEW
December -- Hard Memories

What adifference ayear can make. Last year at this time, no one would have predicted that Michelle
Beck, of all people, would be whispered as the front runner for the Best Actress Oscar. Best Beach
Bunny, maybe. Best Actress, no way.

One year later, though, Beck's performance in Hard Memoriesis the talk of the town -- even with those
who haven't seen the performance yet. They talk of the protests when Beck was cast in the role. They
talk of the now-mythologized reading at the Fine Arts theater which quelled all complaint. They talk
about Century Pictures prez Lewis Schon blubbering uncontrollably into his snack food. Some theorize
her miraculous recovery from her coma earlier this year did something unexpected -- kicked her acting
centers into gear, perhaps......

*kkk*%

Premiere Magazine, December
Michelle Beck, Resurrected

Michelle Beck nearly died in February when a freak accident during the ramp-up to Earth
Resurrected sent her spiraling into a coma. Since then she's been in the center of the
Hollywood storm with her new film Hard Memories. Beck just doesn't know how not to get in
trouble.

To begin, Michelle Beck sympathized with the people who hated her getting Hard Memories.

"Who are we kidding?" she says. "The woman is an icon, Jewish, older, and intellectual. I'm
not any of those things. | don't think | would have cast me, and if | had, I'd probably have
claimed temporary insanity afterwards."

But a funny thing happened on the way to the flogging: Michelle Beck stood up to the critics
and turned them around. Now the actress, just turned 26, looks like the closest thing to a lock
in the Best Actress race. All it took was one reading.

"Arrrgh, the reading.” Beck says, and scrunches up her face. "It's becoming like Woodstock,
you know. Everybody who was actually physically in Los Angeles says they were there that
night. | mean, come on! What does the Fine Arts sit? 300? 400 at most."
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Beck leans forward as if to confide. "The fact was | was terrible that night. | was nervous as
hell -- | just about spotted my panties in fright. | would have been happy just to get out of there
alive."

Instead, she got a thunderous ovation. Not bad for a woman who a month earlier was in a
coma, hooked up to life support.

"Yes, yes, yes," Beck waves off the coma story. "You want to know what the coma was like? It
was dark, mostly. That's it. | didn't see God when | was in my coma. | didn't even see Elvis.
And when | came out of it, nothing had changed -- most people forget that | had read for Hard
Memories before | went into the coma. It wasn't like | came out of it with a gift. | was just
following the plan | had set for myself long before."......

*kkkk

Daily Variety, December 16
Review: Hard Memories

It's been arumor for so long it's become almost mythical -- Michelle Beck's transformation from beach
blonde to serious actress with her role in Hard Memories. Her performance has been so built up for so
long that it's finally arelief to have seen it, and to be able to say that it's everything it has been claimed
to be -- and even more, if that's possible. Guided by Roland Lanois' sure directorial hand, Beck handsin
a performance that not only rockets her to the top of the Oscar nomination list, but perhaps aso into the
first rank of our nation's actresses. Following what is sure to be a record-breaking limited engagement,
this picture should do solid business in wide release, possibly flirting with the $100 million mark if
public opinion gets behind it....

*kkkk*k
New York Times, December 20
"Hard Memories", "Pocket Change" Lead Golden Globe Nominations

Hard Memories, the story of Jewish civil rights activist Rachel Spiegelman, lead the pack at the
Golden Globe nominations Friday, garnering seven nominations, including Best Picture
(drama) and Best Actress. The Tom Hanks comedy Pocket Change followed, with six
nominations, including Best Picture (Comedy or Musical) and Best Actor.

The Golden Globes, given by the Hollywood Foreign Press Association, are less prestigious
than the Academy Awards, but are often viewed as a bellweather for that more prestigious
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award. The Academy Awards are to be announced February 16th.

NBC-TV will broadcast the Golden Globes ceremony January 18.

ok kK

Los Angeles Times, January 5

Hard Memories Takes Top Critics Prize

The Roland Lanois film narrowly beats Dust and the Moon; Beck wins second Best Actress award

NEW YORK -- After aparticularly contentious voting process, Hard Memories beat the Vietnamese
film Dust and the Moon to win the best film award from the National Society of Film Critics on Sunday.
The award joins the Best Picture citation awarded by the Los Angeles Film Society; The New York Flm
Circle gave its award to Dust and the Moon.

Michelle Beck, whose narrow loss to Eleni Natavsaya of the Russian film Wolfhounds with the Los
Angeles critics precluded an expected sweep of the critics awards, nevertheless garnered her second Best
Actress award from the National Ciritics....

*kkkk*k
Daily Variety, January 19
"HARD MEMORIES" COMPLETES NEAR-SWEEP AT GOLDEN GLOBES

Biopic Wins Best Picture, Actress, Supporting Actor, three others; 'Pocket Change' Wins Best
Comedy

*kkkk
Los Angeles Times, January 26
Hard Memories Rises to the Top

Buoyed by its Best Picture and Best Actress win at the Golden Globes, Hard Memories opened strongly
inits first weekend of wide release, with $13.4 million at the box office. The week's other new release,
Walt Disney's Natty Bumppo, did poorly with its core children's audience, grossing only $1.1 million...

*kkkk*%x
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Daily Variety, February 17

"PROMISES" MAKES GOOD WITH EIGHT NOMINATIONS

Best Picture, Director, Actress and Screenplay nods; Hanks nominated for '‘Pocket Change'.
(inset)

Nominations for Hard Memories:

Best Picture (Roland Lanois, Avika Spiegelman, producers)

Best Director: Roland Lanois

Best Actress: Michelle Beck

Best Screenplay (Adapted): Connie Reiser & Larry Card, from the book Hard Memories by
Rachel Spiegelman

Best Cinematography: Januz Kandisky
Best Score (Dramatic): Julian Ruiz

Best Editing: Roland Lanois, Cynthia Peal
Best Makeup: Nguyen Trinh

S—

Daily Variety, March 4

OSCAR NOTES

Best Actress Nominee Michelle Beck will join the Oscar broadcast as an announcer, director Lars Giles
said today. Ms. Beck will introduce the fifth and final Best Picture clip, to be shown just after the Best
Actress award is to be announced. The Oscars will be broadcast on ABC-TV March 23 starting at 6 pm
Pacific......

*kkkk*k

file:///K |/eMule/Incoming/John%20Scal zi %20-%20A gent%20t0%20the%620Stars.htm (248 of 256)26-1-2007 23:30:47



Agent to the Stars -- An Online Novel

"Stop squirming,” Miranda said.

"I can't help myself,” | said. "Michelle's my first client to get nominated for an Oscar. I'm nervous."
"Is that the only reason?' Miranda said.

"WEell, no," | said. "But that's the reason I'm going public with. Also, my cummerbund itches."
Miranda and | were at the Academy Awards.

We weren't in the good seats, of course. The good seats are saved for the nominees, their guests, other
really big stars, and studio heads. Carl Lupo had a good seat. Michelle had a good seat. Our seats were
in the back of the balcony. Miranda brought a pair of opera glasses. We needed them. At least we
weren't as bad off as Van Doren. He was stuck in the press room. "It's like a cattle pen," he told me,
"except that instead of cows mooing next to you, you have Roger Ebert."

Things were going well for Hard Memories; so far it had won Best Makeup, Best Cinematography and
Best Editing (the last of which greatly relieved Roland -- at least he wouldn't be going home empty
handed). Best Score got away, which | thought was fair; Julian's score was good but not all that good.

"“It'stime for the screenplay awards," Miranda said.

Best Original Screenplay first. Keanu Reeves read off the nominations, which struck me as mildly
ironic. The winner was Ted Fletcher, who wrote Pocket Change. Ted, hyped up on too much caffeine
and nicotine, started on an extended riff about Nietzsche. The orchestra leader, clearly not impressed, cut
him off after thirty seconds.

"Good call," Miranda said, as Ted was manhandled off the stage.

"WEell, you know," | said. "It's probably the only time he'll bein front of abillion people,” | said. "You
can see why he might get alittle excited."

"All the more reason to get him off the air quickly,” Miranda said. "I'd hate to go through life with
people pointing at me and saying, 'Hey, aren't you the idiot that made a fool of yourself on the Oscar
show? Rob Lowe has never lived down that dance with Snow White, you know."

Keanu was back, mangling names for the Best Adapted Screenplay. He appeared to give himself a
papercut opening the envelope. Sucking on his finger, he announced the winners. Connie Reiser & Larry
Card, Hard Memories.

"Bingo," | said.
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"Four for five," Miranda said. "We're not doing too bad. | think Michelle actually has a chance."

"Oh, God," | said. "l wish you hadn't said that, Miranda. My stomach just dropped down the Marianas
trench."

Miranda patted my hand. "Relax, Tom," she said. "It's been covered, remember. Even if she doesn't win
Best Actress, she'll be on stage right after to show the Hard Memories nomination clip. It'll be fine."

"I know, | know," | said. "But it's not optimal, you know. It would be better if she won."

"Duh," Miranda said. "But, unfortunately, we couldn't bribe the accountants from Price, Waterhouse.
WE'l just have to hope the voters don't decide to giveit to Meryl Streep again.”

"Meryl Streep,” | muttered. " She oughta be disgualified from future nominations."

Miranda patted my hand again. "Tom, you're just so cute when you're agitated.”

Last year's Best Actor winner stepped on the stage to announce the Best Actress award.
"Hewearsawig," | said to Miranda. "I hear it's one of those ones with the snap-on titanium screws."
"Oh, hush," Miranda said.

The usual lame patter, then he stared intently into the teleprompter to read names. They started with
Michelle's. They ended with Meryl's. Alphabetical order works that way, | suppose.

Miranda's hand found mine again. She squeezed it so tight | thought a bone might pop. | would have
complained, but | was squeezing hersjust as hard. Our mutual pain was so intense that we barely heard
our former Best Actor begin and the Oscar goesto......

"Michelle Beck."

We heard that part.

The room erupted into applause and a standing ovation. They loved her. It was her moment. They had no
idea just how trueit was.

Michelle stood up. She was sitting next to Carl Lupo. Carl stood up with her, kissed her on the cheek.
He was crying. Only four other peoplein the building knew exactly why.

Michelle made her way to the podium like a queen. She was wearing a golden dress of adesign that no
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one had ever seen before. Joan Rivers had asked her about it up out on the red carpet before the show.
Michelle responded that the designer was no one that anyone around here would know. Joan remarked
that it fit Michelle like a second skin. Others agreed. They had no idea how true that was, either.

Michelle accepted her award and a peck from the former Best Actor. Then she plopped the Oscar down
on the podium and, beaming, waited for the applause to die down. It took awhile. Then she began to
speak.

"Oh God," Mirandasaid. "Thisisredly it."

"Before | do anything else," Michelle said, "I need to thank one person, my agent, Tom Stein. He's way
up there in the balcony. Hi Tom!" She waved enthusiastically, which got a big laugh. | waved back.

"Shut up and get to it before the orchestra cuts you off," | muttered under my breath.

"Tom's probably muttering at me to get to it before the orchestra cuts me off," Michelle said. "He always
did look out for me.

"This award means more to me than you could ever know," Michelle continued. "It's not just my award.
It's the award of Rachel Spiegelman, who saw hatred of the demonized 'Other’ destroy her world, and
dedicated the rest of her life to making sure that we saw men, all men, as brothers, regardless of their
color or their creed.

"It belongs to Avika Spiegelman, who looked beyond my physical appearance to allow meto take the
role of alifetime. It belongs to those who initially protested my getting this role, because they came and
gave me a chance to perform it, and realized that while | did not match Rachel's appearance, | did match
her heart. Over and over again, | have seen people of al stripes look beyond the appearance, |ook
beyond the otherness, and see what it was that truly connected us all.

"And now I'm wondering if you, all of you, every one of the billion people worldwide who are watching
this show, can take one more step.

"You see," Michelle said, "I am not who you think | am. | am not what you think | am. Thisfaceisa
mask. Thisbody isapose. Who | am and what | am is something you have never experienced before."

At this point, people had begun to start whispering. Some of them were worried that Michelle was about
to launch into some odd New Age screed about togetherness. Still others began to wonder if Michelle
was going to use this worldwide podium to announce she was alesbian or a Scientologist. But some
noticed that the bottom of Michelle's dress had suddenly gone crystal clear. And so, for that matter, had
Michelle's legs.

“I'm wondering," Michelle said. "This award tells me that you believe | have reached into myself and
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touched some fundamental humanity, some common bond that ties us al together. But could | reach into
myself and find this fundamental humanity if | were not human?'

By now it was unmistakable; from toe to armpit, Michelle had gone totally clear.

"What if | told you that that which makes you fundamentally human is something that you share with
another people, a people so different from you that they might appear strange or frightening at first
glance. A people who might terrify you from appearance alone. Could you make the jump, and
understand that inside, they are not so different at all?"

Michelle was now completely clear. Asif she had been replaced by an indescribably delicate and
beautiful figurine of hand-blown, iridescent glass. She moved away from the podium and stood in full
view of abillion speechless members of the human race.

When she spoke again, her voice rang out, amplified not by electronics but by her own crystalline body.

"Could you accept that another people, so unlike you, and yet not unlike you at all, would offer you their
hand in friendship? Because, my friends, we are here."

We never did find out who won Best Picture that year.

Posted by john at 11:52 PM

Chapter Twenty Two
On the whole, people took it rather well. The only place that rioted was North Korea.

The fact that an alien had managed to sneak past humanity, pose as a superstar and win the Best Actress
Oscar had the desired affect of showing the world that the Y herajk were an essentially benign race --
after al, if they had been awarlike people, they could have overrun us with their spaceships, or at the
very least have fielded afootball team and tried to win the Superbowl instead. Winning the Best Actress
Oscar was the most non-threatening, yet high exposure, way to introduce one species to another.

The other point that came across was the point Michelle made in her speech -- despite the differences,
we were in many ways just the same. Michelle wouldn't have been awarded the Oscar if she had not
been able to create such a believable performance as awoman and a human. It was only afterwards, after
al, that people realized she wasn't human.

Michelle made it easy for most of humanity by meeting them halfway; although she remained
transparent, she also retained Michelle's body shape rather than reverting to the basic Y hergik
shapel essness (or smell). She did her job as a true bridge between our peoples -- clearly aien, and yet,
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human enough for most people to accept her.

The only unpleasant thing about Michelle winning the Oscar came later, when some Academy members
petitioned to have Michelle disqualified as the Best Actress winner. Their rationale was that not only
was she not really a human, there was no way to determine that she was, in fact, female.

The Academy voted down the proposal in the interests of interspecies peace. Michelle kept her Oscar.

Roland, who never discovered if he had won Best Director or Best Picture, consoled himself with his
Best Editing Oscar, and the fact that Michell€'s alien status gave Hard Memories the Oscar Bump of the
ages. By the end of its run, Hard Memories grossed half a billion domestic and another billion and a half
foreign. Before video and cable. Roland, whose gross points were now worth $400 million, went on to
make the Krysztof Kordus film without Michelle's money. He paid for it himself out of petty cash.

Roland wasn't the only one raking in the fame and fortune. The day after Michelle unveiled, Jim Van
Doren walked into the offices of the New York Times and plopped down a story about life on the

Y hergjk spaceship. It was picked up by every newspaper on the planet; shortly thereafter, Van Doren
received a $6 million advance for abook on Human-Y hergjk relations, which, asit happened, he'd
already co-written with Gwedif. It was rushed into print so fast that the glue was still wet when the
books hit the stores. It stayed at the top of the bestseller lists for the rest of the year. It's still there now.
Y ou wouldn't believe what he gets in speaking fees these days. | don't and I'm his agent.

Beyond Michelle, however, the Y hergjk decided it was best if they stayed in their ship for alittle longer.
They realized the value of having Michelle, for the short run, be the contact between our peoples. The
rest of the Y hergjk went the go-slow route, answering e-mail from scientists, politicians and common
people alike, and communicating with the world through their Web site and their AOL forum, letting
leak, bit by bit, information about the Y hergk's true nature and appearance. By the time the majority of
the Y hergk land on Earth, humanity will have had enough time to absorb the fact of their differences.

Of course, humanity was still impatient. Fortunately, patienceisa Y hergk trait. Soon enough, they said,
we will come visit your planet, and you will beinvited to our spaceship. And then our peopleswill truly
learn all we can from each other.

Governments and self-appoi nted ambassadors sent e-mail back towards the lonar, saying When? When
can we visit?

You'll have to check with our agent, the Y hergjk invariably signaled back.

Which leads back to me, sitting in my office, with my headset on, lightly bouncing a blue racquetball off
the pane of my office window. Talking to my most important client, who was, and still is, and will
probably always be, Michelle.
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"I don't see why | have go to Venezuela," Michelle was saying to me,

"Because you've been to Peru, Brazil, Chile and Paraguay,” | said. "The Venezuelans are a little touchy
about their place in the South American hierarchy of nations. Throw them abone, Michelle. Don't make
them the only South American country on the block without avisit from an Oscar-winning alien. They
have enough troubles as it is.”

"When are the rest of the Y hergjk going to come down?' Michelle wanted to know. "There's two
thousand of us, you know. Wouldn't hurt to have some of them pitch in."

"Jim says the human quarters are just about ready on the lonar," | said. "When they're ready, we'll start
inviting folks up and bringing other Y hergjk down. It'll be soon, | promise.”

"Y ou said that a month ago, Tom."
"Y ou can't rush these things, Michelle. These things take as long as they take."
"Which reminds me," Michelle said. "How long until Miranda pops?"

"If she hasn't gone into labor in about a week, our doctor wants to induce,” | said. "Miranda has her own
opinions on that one."

"I don't doubt that,” Michelle said. "Pick out any names yet?"

"We have," | said. "Michéleif it'sagirl, Joshuaif it's a boy."

"WEell, shucks," Michelle said. "I'm touched. | may cry."

"Y ou don't have tear ducts anymore,” | said.

“I'll make them especially for this purpose," Michelle said.

Brandon, my new assistant, popped his head through the door. "It's him, on line three," he said.

| nodded and shooed him out of the room. "Listen, Michelle, | have go. | have athree o'clock with Carl,
but before | do that | have to take this call |1've got coming in. Where are you now, anyway?"

"I'm somewhere over the Midwest,” Michelle said. "I'll be in Chicago in about an hour. | can't believe
you have me going to a science fiction convention.”

"Hey," | said. "It won't be so bad. Jim is going to be there. And besides, these people are your core
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constituency. Give 'em athrill."
"Oh, I will," Michelle said. "Wait till you see what | have planned for the costume ball." She clicked off.

| looked at my watch. 2:55. Five more minutes. If | took thiscall, | ran therisk of being late to my
meeting with Carl, which would be bad.

Oh, what the hell, | thought. Might as well live dangeroudly. | flicked the button on line three.
"Hello, Mr. President,” | said.

The ball went thock as it hit the window.

The End

Posted by john at 11:54 PM

Guestbook

Thank you for reading Agent to the Sars! If you have a comment about the book, or a question for me,
here'swhereto leaveit.
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