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Death
unctates Oife.

ruce Delamitri makes movies about

killers. Great movies, stylish movies.

Not the usual slasher garbage that
recoups its budget with a blood-and-boobs
video sleeve. Bruce’s movies are hip.
Postmodern cinematic milestones, dripping
with ironic juxtaposition. His killers are
style icons. They walk cool; they talk cool.
Getting shot by one of them would be a
fashion statement.

Enter Wayne and Scout. Real killers.
Appalling, demented maniacs who kill
people they do not know.

One night, one Oscar-winning
night, when Bruce has the world at his
feet, Wayne and Scout hijack his life.
They have decided that it is time Bruce
faced up to his responsibilities. Fact con-
fronts fiction in the heart of Beverly Hills
and a ferrible siege begins....

Popcorn is an international success,
prevailing at number one for five weeks
on London’s Sunday Times bestseller list.
This taut and darkly funny novel also
" poses a serious question: In a society
addicted to murder, is there such a thing
as a responsible person?
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Chapter One

n the morning after the night it happened, Bruce
Delamitri was sitting in a police interview room.
‘Name?’ said the interrogating officer.
It wasn’t really a question. The officer knew Bruce's
name, of course, but there was a procedure and he was
required to follow it.

On the morning before, Bruce had been sitting in a tele-
vision studio. Opposite him, across the sweeping curve of
the presentation console, were two Ken-and-Barbie-style
presenters of indeterminate age.

‘His name’ (pause) ‘is Bruce Delamitri,” said Ken,
employing the sincere, plonking tone he reserved for
really big guests.

‘Occupation?’ said the policeman on the morning after,
as if he didn’t know.

‘He is probably the most celebrated artist working in the
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motion-picture industry today. A great writer, a great
director. Hollywood's golden boy.’

‘I heard he makes a great pasta sauce too,” inter-
jected Barbie, by way of adding a little human inter-
est.

It was the morning before, and the last day on which
Bruce would hear himself described in such terms.

‘Marital status?’ the cop inquired.

‘But career excellence takes its toll, and Hollywood was
recently saddened by the news that Bruce’s marriage to
actress, model and rock singer Farrah Delamitri was in
big trouble. We’ll be talking about that also.’

The red light on top of the camera facing Bruce lit up.
He adopted a suitably sardonic ‘shit happens’ expression.
The next twenty-four hours would prove him right
about that.

Bruce tried to look the policeman in the eye. Marital
status? What a question. The whole world knew his
marital status.

‘My wife is dead.’

‘Tell me about last night.’

‘Tonight is Oscars night,” Ken beamed. ‘The big one.
Numero Uno. Nights don’t get any bigger than this. The
night of nights. The nightiest night of them all. The night
which, according to all the forecasts, promises to be the
greatest night of Bruce Delamitri’s life.’

‘Last night?’ said Bruce, who had given up trying to make
contact with the cop and now spoke almost to himself.
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‘Last night was more terrible than I could have imagined
possible.’

‘You're watching Coffee Time USA. We'll be back after
these messages,” said the male presenter, whose name
was not Ken but Oliver Martin. The studio lights dimmed
and the Coffee Time logo came up while Oliver and
his female colleague, Dale, stacked their papers in an
important manner. There was of course nothing on their
papers, but maintaining the fiction that TV presenters
are proper journalists, as opposed to people who read
whatever comes up on the Teleprompter, is one of the
principal duties of current-affairs broadcasting.

Bruce watched on the monitor in front of him as Oliver
and Dale disappeared and were replaced on the screen by
four bikini-clad babes clutching soda bottles and tumbling
ecstatically out of an old VW Beetle.

‘A girl, a beach, it’s happening, it’s real.
It’s a boost, it’s a buzz, it’s the way you should feel!

The studio controller killed the volume, and the bikini
babes were left sucking on their bottles in muted delight.

‘One and a half minutes on the break,” said the floor
manager.

This was the signal for the make-up girls to rush in
and pat gently away at all available faces. Oliver turned
to Bruce, addressing him through a flurry of powder
and pads.

‘1 think what we need to concentrate on here is the
fact that our industry is not a dream factory any more.
We deal in gritty realism. We show it like it is.’

The make-up lady applied another layer of slap to
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Oliver’s already heavily caked features. The gritty reality
was that anyone who had acquired such a deep and
lustrous tan would long since have died of skin cancer.
But Oliver was of the old school of TV presenting: he
believed that sporting a thermo-nuclear tan was a mark
of respect to the viewer, like wearing a nice shirt and tie.
You had to show you’d made the effort.

‘One minute to the break,” said the floor man-
ager.

Across the vast pastel-colored desk, Dale’s voice could
be heard from the midst of a cloud of hair-spray. ‘I mean,
surely the big issue, Bruce, has got to be this whole
copycat Kkilling thing, hasn’t it? I mean, that’s what
America is concerned about. As an American woman,
it sure is what I'm concerned about. Are you concerned
about that, Bruce? As an American man?’

‘America’s population is not as young as it was, and
soon the number-one issue concerning the majority of
Americans will be adult incontinence.’

This was not Bruce. It was the TV. The studio controller
had pumped the volume back up preparatory to going
back on air. It was after nine, and the network advertisers
were beginning to switch their focus from workers and
schoolkids to a ‘coffee time’ audience, which meant
young moms and old lonelys. Soda-sucking babes were
giving way to nipple pads, denture fixative and diapers
both infant and adult.

‘No, I am not concerned about copy-cat killings,” said
Bruce, speaking with difficulty because a young woman
was painting some kind of menthol-flavored grease on
to his lips. ‘T don’t believe that people get up from the
movie theater or the TV and do what they just saw.
Otherwise the people who watch this show would all
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have their hair set in concrete and their brains sucked
out along with their cellulite.’

It was scarcely a comment calculated to endear him
to his media colleagues, but that was Bruce. Tough,
sarcastic and a bit of a stirrer. If you wore a leather
jacket and shades on TV at nine in the morning, you
were almost duty-bound to be abrasive. In fact, Bruce had
guessed that Dale would not hear his answer anyway. He
could see she was the type of interviewer who used her
guests’ answers as quiet time in which to consider her
next question.

‘Good, good, you should make that point on air,” said
Dale absently, checking her eye-liner.

‘Fifteen seconds on the break,’ said the floor manager.
Four, three, two, one . ..

Oliver’s face lit up. ‘We‘re talking to Bruce Delamitri,
the hot tip for tonight’s “Best Director” Oscar. But amidst
all the glory and the adulation there lurks very real
controversy.’

Dale picked up the ball. ‘Bruce Delamitri’s movies are
hard, tough, witty, sassy street-wise thrillers, where the
life is low and the body count is high. Remind you of
something?’

‘You tell me, Dale,’” said Ollie, deploying his serious and
thoughtful face.

‘How about America’s streets?’” said Dale, looking
equally portentous. ‘That’s right, the streets of America,
hard, tough and dangerous, where the kids grow up fast
and dying is a way of life.’

‘You're saying that the movies of Bruce Delamitri
reflect the streets of America?’

‘Some say reflect, some say influence. America, it's
your call. We’ll be back after these messages.’






Chapter Two

n the morning after it all happened, a young

woman, hardly more than a girl, stared across
a bare formica-topped table at an interrogating police
officer. She was being interviewed in the next-door room
to the one in which Bruce was being questioned. Unlike
Bruce, however, the young woman was considered
highly dangerous and was therefore in chains, her thin
wrists manacled to her almost equally thin ankles. In
fact, so petite was she that it looked as if she could have
slipped off the steel bracelets if she had wished and just
floated away on the next breeze. She was indifferent to
whether they chained her or not. She had nowhere to go
anyway.

‘Name?’ said the policewoman.

On the previous morning, this same skinny creature had
been asked the same question in the diner of a truck-stop
motel just off the Pacific Highway, about a hundred miles
north of Los Angeles.
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‘I been called a lotta things,’ she had replied.

The short-order chef with whom she was conversing
gave her a knowing wink. ‘I'll bet one of them things wuz
beautiful.’

The Chef was right. She was beautiful, with her big eyes
and thin face. If ever Disney decided to do a stage version
of Bambi they would be looking for a girl like her.

The young woman accepted the chef’s compliment
with a giggle. ‘Are you flirting with me?’ she asked,
twisting her purse in her hands like a nervous girl.

‘Ain’t nuthin wrong with talking to a pretty thing, is
there?’ said the chef.

‘I guess not. ‘Cepting you're lucky my boyfriend cain’t
hear ya. On accounta he’s real mean when it comes to
flirty guys. Specially Californian guys, who he reckons
is just a bunch of no-good faggots.” The young woman
picked up her change, which was lying on the counter.

‘His name’ (pause) ‘is Bruce Delamitri.’

It was Oliver Martin’s voice. A TV hung from a bracket
in the corner of the room, and the waitress had turned up
the volume. She liked Coffee Time USA.

‘He is probably the most celebrated artist working in
the motion-picture industry today. A great writer, a great
director. Hollywood’s golden boy.’

‘I heard he makes a great pasta sauce t00.’

Oliver and Dale were working their morning magic.
Their guest, Bruce Delamitri, smiled sardonically out of
the TV set. The girl at the counter turned to look. For
a moment she and Bruce stared into each other’s eyes.
Much later, the girl would wonder whether she had felt
something at this point.

The chef was not interested in Coffee Time USA. ‘You say
your fuckin’ boyfriend says I'm a faggot?’
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‘He don’t mean nuthin by it,’ the scrawny girl said
apologetically as she gathered up her Cokes and burgers
and fries and headed for the door. ‘It’s just he’s so tough
and hard 'n’ all that I guess pretty much everybody looks
like a faggot to him.’

‘You come back soon, little girl. I'll show you who’s a
faggot,” said the chef. ‘Bring your boyfriend.”

‘He’d kill ya,” the girl remarked casually over her
shoulder as the screen door slammed behind her.

‘Tonight is Oscars night,” said the television set.

‘So tell us about last night,” said the policewoman on the
following morning.

‘Well, Iguess he kinda got the idea when we was having
breakfast and Bruce Delamitri was on Coffee Time with
Oliver and Dale. We wuz in a motel, see. I like motels.
They’re so clean and nice, and they give you soap and
stuff. If I got the chance, that’s where I'd live all the time,
motels.’

The girl walked across the parking lot from the diner
to where the line of chalets stood. There had been a
summer rain storm and she was barefoot. She sought
out the puddles. Warm water on warm tarmac was a
lovely sensation. She had very sensitive feet. Sometimes,
if they were touched just right, it could make her entire
body shiver. She was always trying to get her big tough
boyfriend to give her feet a massage. She might as well
have asked him to crochet a toilet-roll cover.

‘I don’t believe in no New Age, faggot, hippy bullshit,’
he would say, ‘which in my opinion is eating away at
the soul of this great nation and turning us all into old
fuckin’ women. Now get me a beer.’
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There were certain subjects on which he was entirely
intractable, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t be
tender and gentle when he wanted to be, and when he
was, oh how she loved him.

She entered their little cabin with the food. He was
lying on the bed where she had left him, a gun resting
on his chest and another at his waist.

‘Here’s the food, honey. Seeing as how it’s breakfast, I
got you a bacon burger. I told him to be sure to grill that
bacon good. I know you don't like eating no raw pig.’

‘Quiet now, honey. I'm watching TV here.’

On the television Bruce Delamitri was working on his
indulgent smile. ‘Copycat killing? Pur-lease!” he said. ‘I
mean, come on! The whole thing’s a media beat-up, the
story du jour. Four networks in search of a controversy.’

Bruce could be his own worst enemy at times. You
didn’t sneer at the presenters of Coffee Time. Not if you
wanted to win the hearts and minds of Middle America,
which was the purpose of Bruce’'s appearance. Many
of Coffee Time’'s viewers saw Oliver and Dale as their
closest and most loyal friends, and did not take kindly
to clever-clever, sneery film-school grads acting like these
friends were dumb.

Oliver sensed the atmosphere of the interview souring.
He knew that ‘atmospheres’ of any kind were not good
morning TV, and he always desperately sought common
ground with his guests.

‘C'mon, Bruce, cut us some slack here,” he appealed.
‘This is a very serious situation. There are two genu-
ine psychos out there, shooting up malls and killing
just about everybody they meet, right? Now, in your
Oscar-nominated movie Ordinary Americans there’s a very
similar young couple who do exactly the same stuff. These
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two genuine lunatics have blazed a trail across three states
massacring innocent strangers.’

‘And every time these crimes are reported in the
media,” Bruce interrupted, ‘the story gets illustrated with
astill from my movie. Now who’s making the association?
The psychos themselves? Or is it the news editors of
America, desperate to get an original angle on yet another
boring news bulletin about murder and mayhem?’

‘Copycat murders, for God’s sake! Human beings aren’t
Pavlov’s dogs. You can’t just ring a bell and make them
salivate. They don't simply do what they see. If it were
that easy to manipulate people, no product would ever
fail and no government would ever fall.’

In the motel chalet the scrawny girl was getting bored
with watching Bruce on the TV.

‘Baby?’ she said.

‘Quiet, honey. I'm thinking ‘bout something.’

There was a knock at the door.

In an instant the man was off the bed and across the
room. He clamped himself against the wall beside the
door, naked save for his tattoos and the guns he held in
either hand. He put one finger to his lips, instructing the
girl to say nothing.

They waited. Inside the TV Bruce continued to pontifi-
cate: ‘Our industry’s in danger. It’s under attack. We're
the scapegoats, the whipping-boys. Every time some kid
lets loose with a gun, who do they blame? They blame
Hollywood. They blame me. They don’t like my movies
- they say they’re wicked. Well, they’'re entitled to their
opinion. What they’re not entitled to do is foist their
craven and reactionary opinions on to everybody else.
Censorship is censorship and it sucks!’
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‘Provocative? Thought-provoking?’ From inside the
TV Oliver addressed the room where the two fugitives
waited. ‘You betcha sweet grandma it is. You're watch-
ing Coffee Time USA. We'll be back after these mes-
sages.’

‘Now you can eat what you want and stay trim.’

There was another knock at the door of the motel room.
Still the young man and woman did not answer.

Then they heard the rattle of keys. The man nodded to
the girl. She was still lying on the bed, although she too
now held a gun, which she had produced from under her
pillow.

‘Who is it?’ she called out.

‘Please, you want I make up your room now?’ a small
Latin American voice asked.

‘No, that’s OK. It’s fine,” said the girl.

‘OK,’ said the maid. ‘I just give you fresh towels.’

‘We don’t want no towels.’

‘OK.” There was a pause. ‘You want soap?’

‘No.’

‘OK.” Again a pause. ‘How about some sachet coffee and
milks? Or maybe you got plenty.’

‘Yeah, we got plenty. We don’t want nuthin.’

‘OK, that'’s fine. Thank you.’

The man, whose every muscle had been taut and every
vein pumped full, relaxed a little.

But then the small voice came again. ‘So I just check
mini-bar, please.’

Suddenly the door of the chalet burst open and the
maid found herself confronted by a furious and stark-
naked man. She would scarcely have been more taken
aback if she had known that behind the cover of the
door-frame he was holding two automatic weapons.
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‘No fuckin’ disturbo, comprende? We fuckin’ honey-
moono. We make amoro like Speedy fuckin’ Gonzalez,
OK?’

He slammed the door and returned to the bed. His
girlfriend was not pleased. ‘There was no call to—’

‘I am trying to watch TV here!’

She knew she must not cross him further, and slumped
into a sulk instead.

Bruce was still holding forth on the television. ‘You
can’t ban a movie because you don’t like it. Today it’s
sex and violence that get banned, tomorrow who knows?
Homosexuality? Blacks? Jews?’

Oliver and Dale shifted uneasily in their seats. Words
like ‘blacks’ and ‘Jews’ were not really Coffee Time words.

‘I've heard a lot said these past weeks about the Mall
Murderers,” Bruce continued, ‘so let’s talk about them. I
made a move about two sick maniacs, and lo and behold
we got two real sick maniacs out there. Hey, what d’you
know? Put two and two together and it’s my fault! I am
responsible. Oh yeah! Weren’t there any maniacs before
I made my movie? Weren't there any sickos and psychos
around before movies were even invented? Did Bluebeard
and Jack the Ripper get in a time machine and come
forward in time to see my picture? Did they think,
“Hey, great idea! When I get back to my own era I'll
start murdering people”?’

‘But you can’t deny—' Dale began in a brave attempt to
stop the flow. It was useless: this was a subject on which
Bruce felt strongly.

‘We are scapegoats! This nation is facing a law-and-
order crisis of cataclysmic proportions and someone must
be blamed. The politicians don’t want to take the heat, so
who gets it? Us, the entertainers, the artists. Well, I've
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got news for you. Artists don’t create society, they reflect
it. And if you don’t like that, don’t change us, change
society.’

Oliver threw to another ad break, and in the motel
room the naked man got himself another beer.

‘Well, you gotta accept,” he said, knocking the top off a
Budweiser with the butt of his Smith & Wesson, ‘the guy
has a point.’

‘I think he sounds like a jerk,” his girlfriend replied
grumpily.

‘Hey, everybody’s a jerk, baby, one way or another.
Cain’t hold that against a man. One thing’s for damn
sure. Bruce Delamitri makes the best fuckin’ movies in
the world, and if they don’t give him that Oscar I for one
will be extremely pissed.’

There was another knock at the door.

‘Please,’” the maid said, ‘I must just check the mini-bar.
Sorry.’

The man got up off the bed. ‘I'll handle this, honey.’

‘Tell me about him,’ the policewoman said.

‘I just used to sit there looking at him,” the young girl
said, ‘just thinking he is the coolest, most beautiful guy
that ever was. Better than everything. You could take
Elvis and Clint Eastwood and James Dean . . . and I don't
know . . . all those other cool guys, and mix ‘em up, and
you wouldn’t get no one half as cool as him.”

In the other interview room, Bruce was responding to a
similar inquiry. ‘You have to understand that he was a
psychotic monster,” he told his interrogator. ‘Do you hear
me? A monster, the devil . . . a monster.’



Chapter Three

/ Y stand here on legs of fire.”

I It was after eleven on the morning after the Oscars,
and the police had left Bruce alone for almost two
hours. They had given him some breakfast, which he
had surprised himself by eating, and since then he had
been sitting drinking cold coffee (institutional blend) and
watching himself on the various morning news shows.
He did not watch Coffee Time: that would have been
too much to bear. He could just imagine how happy
Oliver and Dale would be to see him brought so low
after the mugging he had given them the day before.
What crocodile tears they would shed over his bloodied
remains. No, that he could not watch, although he found
no better comfort on any of the numerous other channels
that were covering his story.

Over and over again he accepted his Oscar. On ABC
and CBS and NBC. On Fox and CNN and about a million
other cable channels, there he was, grinning like the idiot
he had proved himself to be.
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‘I stand here on legs of fire.’

Legs of fire? Horrible. Ugly, mawkish, inept, mean-
ingless.

They loved it.

‘1 want to thank you.” Of course he did. ‘Each and
every person in this room. Each and every person in this
industry. You nourished me and helped me to touch the
stars. Helped me be better than I had any right to be.
Better than the best — which is what you all are. What
can I say?’

Here Bruce’s voice began to crack slightly, and over
a billion people had wondered whether he was going
to cry. He didn’t. Even though he had turned into the
creature of the mob, he was not so far possessed by
them as actually to weep on cue.

‘T am humble,” he lied, ‘humble and small ... but
also proud and big, big in heart, big in love, big in
head’ (for one eerie moment it had seemed as if an
unheard-of moment of veracity was about to intrude
on the proceedings. ‘Did he just say “big in head”?’
the glittering throng were about to ask themselves.
But Bruce had merely stopped mid-word in order
to gulp down his emotions) ‘big in headstrong dedi-
cation to being the best artist I know how,” he con-
tinued, ‘the best American human being I can be,
and to improving my one-on-one relationship with
God. Thank you, America. Thank you for giving me
the opportunity to be a part of this great industry.
Because this is a great industry, a great American indus-
try full of wonderful people. People whose extraordi-
nary, awesome, monumental, towering, Heaven-sent
talent has made me the artist I am. You are the wind
beneath my wings and I flap for you. God bless you
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all. God bless America. God bless the world as well.
Thank you.’

Bruce watched himself on the television screen and
felt ill. He actually gagged at the horror of it. A tide of
nausea welled up inside him, as if an air-bag had gone
off and was pushing the contents of his stomach up his
neck. He swallowed hard, and his throat burnt with
gastric acids. How sick could a man feel? Very. He’d been
awake for such a long time, and his police-issue breakfast
sat uneasily on top of the fifteen-hour-old soup of party
canapés and booze he’d consumed in his previous life.

How could he have made such a dreadful speech? No
wonder bitter gall was surging up his gullet. It was the
acrid taste of shame. After all, the man on the screen
holding the golden statuette represented Bruce at his
zenith: this was how he would be remembered in his
moment of glory.

I stand here on legs of fire!

The sound of sirens jerked Bruce out of his reverie.
There were police cars on the TV now. The same footage
of his home being surrounded by the forces of justice that
had been playing endlessly all morning. There again was
his garden, full of cops. His drive, full of cops. His roof,
covered in cops. How many cops could swarm round one
house? All the cops in Los Angeles, it seemed to Bruce.
And TV people. TV people everywhere. In his flower
beds, outside his four garages, milling round his pool.

Bruce wished they hadn’t put him in a room with
a TV. He could switch it off, of course, but somehow
he didn’t.

The news story arrived once more at the limousine
jam. Slowly the stars and big shots got out of their
enormous cars. Bruce had watched the same footage
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so often that he knew the order by heart. There they
were again. The long, slow stream of tuxedos, polished
chins, magnificent bosoms and ridiculous gowns. Absurd
gowns. Ludicrous gowns. Every one of those women was
like a drowning swimmer desperate to attract attention.
I'm over here! Look at me!

There was the purple one now, slashed up to the
armpits. Such thighs! Hollywood thighs. And nipples.
Nipples like thimbles. ‘She’s just iced those in the car,’
Bruce had thought approvingly at the time. He always
appreciated professionalism, an actress’s dedication to
her craft.

Now it was the turn of Bruce himself; he always came
after the purple one with the thighs and nipples. The
cameras of the waiting paparazzi began to flash before
his car had even stopped. He was the star of the show,
the hot tip for ‘Best Director’ and ‘Best Picture’. What
a night! What a moment! The star of the show.

Now it was the morning after and he was still the
star, though of a rather different show. Whoever said
all publicity was good publicity was an idiot.

The old Bruce stepped out of his limo and on to the
red carpet, just as he had done twenty times already
on every channel that morning. Turn, smile and wave.
Check the bow-tie. Tug at the ear-lobe. Nervous, humble
body language. Tiny little moves that screamed, ‘Love
me, you bastards! Look! Look! This is my night. I am the
greatest director in the world, and yet I have the grace
to pretend I'm just an ordinary guy.” Bruce knew every
ingratiating little twitch by heart. How they cheered. How
they loved him.

Except that they didn’t really love him, any more than
he believed he was a regular, ordinary guy. Everyone was
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just acting in the manner expected of them at such an
event. Television has taught the whole world how to
behave. Except, of course, for the protestors: prophets
as they now appeared to be, illuminated by the deceptive
light of hindsight.

The pickets. Mothers Against Death. Wouldn’t they
be pleased this morning. ‘Mr Delamitri,” shouted the
anonymous woman who had now become a TV star,
‘my son was murdered. An innocent boy, gunned down
on the streets. In your last picture there were seventeen
murders.’

Bruce sat in the small, bare police interview room and
watched his past self, thinking, ‘Yeah, and there was
plenty of sex in my movie too, but I bet you haven’t
had any for a while.’

That was what he had been thinking. Why hadn’t he
said it? He couldn’t suppress the uneasy feeling that
things would have been different if he had told the
truth. It was completely irrational, of course, but ever
since the police had left him alone he had been tortured
by the thought that somehow honesty might have saved
him from the terrible fate that had overtaken him.

‘I stand here on legs of fire.” Jesus! Legs of fire? Just for
that, he almost deserved what had happened to him.

He couldn’t have been honest, of course, particularly
not to that picket line. Not in his old life. He’d had
different priorities then. It was one thing haranguing
Oliver and Dale about the absurdity of blaming a film-
maker for some murder that had happened in a place
he’d never been to, and quite another to do it to the
anguished relatives. It would have been the most terrible
thing he could have done. Imagine the headlines: ‘Bruce
Delamitri Insults Bereaved Mothers’. It would have been
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the number-one story from the ceremony, a terrible,
terrible scandal. Bruce found himself actually laughing
at the thought. As if he’d care now. Funny how one’s
sense of proportion changes when the cops have been
swarming all over your lawn and a SWAT team has
smashed its way through your roof.

Bruce muted the TV. He knew by heart what the
anchors were saying. What else could they say? This
had to be the most spectacular reversal of fortunes
they had ever had the ghoulish pleasure of reporting.
The catastrophe that had overtaken Bruce had (in his
opinion, anyway) the stature of a Greek tragedy — with,
he was forced to reflect, all its attendant ironies.

Hubris, pride, comes before a fall. When a person is so
big, so bold, so beautiful, that they come to believe that
the rules that govern others no longer apply to them,
that’s when fate sticks the boot in, and you can’t get
any bigger, bolder or more beautiful than winning the
‘Best Director’ Oscar.

Bruce’s house was back on the screen. No cops now:
it was the ‘before’ shot, serene, tranquil, to make it
absolutely clear to morning America just what Bruce had
lost. A gorgeous piece of footage from a video guide to the
homes of Hollywood’s élite. He remembered the helicop-
ter coming over taking the shots and what an outrageous
invasion of privacy he had thought it. Again, proportion.
He was a man for whom the notion of privacy no longer
existed. He was public property. His lawn was on the TV
and there were cops all over it. Every news agency in
the world owned him. They could fly a helicopter up
his backside and say it was in the public interest. Bruce
stared at the beautiful home where his life used to be.
He glanced around the bare room where he now sat.
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What a journey he had made.
In twenty-four hours.

For the manacled young woman in the adjoining inter-
view room her current surroundings were something
of a step up. There were no cockroaches in the room,
no flea-bitten dogs poking around trying to get at the
food. There were no abandoned cars and no burst-open
plastic sack of garbage with rats rummaging about in
them. This young woman did not hail from a mansion
in the Hollywood hills. Her home was a beat-up RV in a
trailer park in Texas. She, too, had come a long way.

But her surroundings left her completely unmoved.
She didn’t care. She didn’t care about the cops and she
didn’t care about Bruce. She didn’t care where she came
from or where she had ended up. Wherever it was, she’d
rather be dead. He was gone and she was alone. She’d
known him such a short time and now it was all over
and she was alone.
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Chapter Four

/ 11 I said was that it’s like trying to find a needle in

Aa haystack.’

If it hadn’t been so serious, a casual observer might
have laughed: the almost Gothic nature of the scene
was in such stark contrast to the banal conversation
that accompanied it.

It was early afternoon on the day of the Oscars, and
the captives were being held in a dark and dingy cellar.
Toni, a woman in her early twenties, lay on her back
across a table, her ankles and wrists chained to its legs.
Her boyfriend, Bob, hung from a chain on the wall. His
clothes had been cut away, and he looked rather sad
dangling there in the tatters of what had once been an
Italian suit.

The man who had made the remark about haystacks
was called Errol. He and his companion, who answered
only to the title of Mr Snuff, were gangsters. They
carried enormous pistols wedged under their arms,
which must have been very uncomfortable, and their

23 ¢



¢ Ben Elton

conversation was continually punctuated with the word
‘motherfucker’. Errol and Mr Snuff were of the opinion
that Bob was holding out on them in the matter of some
missing drugs. Bob denied the suggestion, of course, and
a search had been conducted, unsuccessfully, prompting
Errol to draw the age-old comparison with the needle in
the haystack.

A comparison which irritated Mr Snuff not a little.
‘And I'm saying it’s a dumb thing to say,” he snapped
unkindly. ‘There ain’t no haystacks any more. Leastways,
not in the experience of the average individual.’

‘That’s just being pedantic,” said Errol.

‘Listen, man, if the stone-cold truth is pedantic, then
I guess that’s what I'm being, because I'll bet if you was
to ask every person within one hundred miles of where
we're standing if they’d ever seen a haystack, let alone
left their works in one, they’d say, “Get the fuck outa
here, motherfucker.”’

Errol spotted the point of confusion. ‘It don’t mean
no works,” he said.

‘Say what?’

‘The needle which is referred to in the expression “a
needle in a haystack” does not mean no drug parapher-
nalia. It means a needle for sewing.’

Mr Snuff seized upon the point like the practiced
debater he was. ‘It don’t matter what kind of needle
we're talking about here, you dumb motherfucker,” he
explained. ‘The point is that no one is going to lose it
in no haystack. You need to bring your metaphors into
the twentieth century, man.’

Bob, still hanging from the chain, groaned a little. The
two gangsters ignored him.

‘How about if you was to say it’s like trying to find
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a line of coke in a snowdrift? Now there’s an image a
person can understand.’

Now it was Errol’s turn to be contrary. ‘No, man, that’s
bullshit,” he said angrily. ‘The whole point about a needle
and a haystack is that they are very different things, and
although it would be difficult to locate the former within
the latter, it would not be impossible. Cocaine and snow
are basically identical. You could never tell one from the
other. One concept is improbable, the other is impossible
— which is an entirely different thing.’

‘Less you snorted up the entire motherfucker. You
could sure tell them apart if you was to stick them up
your nose.’

Errol laughed. It was a relief for both men. The
discussion had been in danger of turning acrimonious,
but now the tension was broken. For the two gangsters,
that is; for Toni and Bob things remained stressful.

‘That’s right,” Errol conceded with a grin. ‘If you
snorted up the entire snowdrift, when you got to the
stuff that made you talk bullshit at three o’clock in the
morning, that would be the cocaine.’

Mr Snuff, having scored such an effective point, was
in the mood to be generous. ‘I don’t want to make no
Federal case out of this,” he said kindly. ‘I just think that
language ought to reflect the lives of the people who
are speaking it. Not some rural bullshit like needles and
haystacks or ... or ... the early bird catches the worm.
I don’t want no fucking worm, man. What is more, if I
had a horse, which I don’t, I wouldn’t waste no time
taking the motherfucker to water when it wasn’t thirsty
in the first place.’

Bob groaned again. ‘Let me go. I didn’t rip nothing
off, man.’

25 ¢



¢ Ben Elton

He might as well have appealed to a couple of concrete
gangsters for all the good this was going to do him.

‘Don’t insult me, Bob. You think I can’t count? You
think me and Mr Snuff here are so dumb that we can’t
count?’

Bob quickly assured Errol that he had intended no
such slur.

‘In which case, how come I ain’t supposed to know the
difference between one hundred kilos and ninety-nine
kilos, you sewer-rat? A one-hundredth part is a substan-
tial differential. Suppose I was to cut off a one-hundredth
part of you? Do you think you wouldn’t notice?’

It would have taken a more stupid man than Bob to
have misunderstood the meaning of Errol’s question, but
nevertheless Errol rubbed that meaning in by grabbing
at Bob’s crotch. It is said that men who practice the
ancient Chinese art of kung fu are capable of retracting
their testicles at the first sign of danger. They probably
couldn’t do it if the testicles in question were held in
the vice-like grip of a large gangster.

‘T gave you what Speedy gave me,” Bob protested. ‘1
didn’t steal nothing. I'm not a thief.’

Errol released Bob’s hundredth part and turned his
attention to Toni. So far she had made no contribution
to the conversation, and perhaps Errol felt some social
pressure to include her. He and Mr Snuff were, after
all, in a way the hosts.

‘Toni?’ he inquired. ‘Is your boyfriend a thief?’

‘Listen, Errol,” Toni said, attempting to sound calm and
considering — no easy task when one is lying prostrate
and securely bound across a table — ‘we ain’t getting
nowhere here.’

‘T know that.”
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‘If Bob tells you what you want to hear, you’ll
kill him.’

‘I'm going to kill him anyway.’

‘But you can’t kill him till he’s told you where your
damn hundredth part is. So he won't tell you. We’'ll be
here till Christmas.’

It was a valiant effort. That she could think at all,
considering the horror of her situation, was a miracle,
but to have put Errol’s problem so clearly was impressive
indeed.

‘OK, Bob,’ Errol said, levelling his gun at Toni. ‘If you
don’t tell me right now, I'll shoot her.’

This was a hopeless ploy. Bob was, after all, a heartless
drug dealer. The chances of his being moved by appeals
to his chivalry were small. Toni knew this too, but before
she had time to request that she be left out of it Errol
shot her.

It was a powerful gesture: the smell of gun-smoke, the
echoing report in such a confined space, the scream, the
blood. All this might have moved a lesser — or indeed
more honorable — man than Bob to speak up and save
Toni further discomfort. But Bob was, of course, not a
lesser man; nor was he a more honorable one. Nobody
ever is.

‘I didn’t steal your drugs,” Bob said.

Errol sat down at the table, oblivious of the dying
woman who lay across it. He was at his wits’ end. He
and Mr Snuff had searched Bob’s apartment, his car, his
clothes. Where on earth could the missing drugs be?

‘Could a person get a kilo of heroin up their ass?” he
asked.

‘Maybe,” said Mr Snuff. ‘People get all sorts of things
up their asses.’
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A pair of plastic gloves lay on the table next to a set
of scales. Errol had been wearing them earlier on when
weighing out the heroin. He picked up one glove, shook
Toni’s blood from it and put it on.

‘I don’t have no heroin up my ass, man’ said Bob,
hoping, perhaps, to save Errol the trouble of further
investigation.

‘Well, I wish I could trust you, Bob,” said Errol. ‘To
tell you the truth, I am not relishing the prospect of
probing your butt with my finger any more than I
imagine you relish the prospect of having your butt
probed. But I cannot trust you, Bob, which is what all
of this unpleasantness is about.’

Errol stuck his hand down the back of Bob’s jockey
shorts and executed his investigation. ‘No drugs up here,’
he said.

‘Maybe she’s got them,” said Mr Snuff, peering up
between Toni’s legs. ‘No drugs here, I think,” he said
from beneath her skirt, ‘but a very nice—’

Then suddenly a voice from nowhere said, ‘Thank
you. Stop right there.’

And they stopped.

Errol froze. Mr Snuff froze. They all froze. There was
not the slightest movement. Mr Snuff’'s head remained
under Toni’s skirt, Errol’s expression remained one of
bored indifference, Bob’s grimace of pain seemed to
have been painted on. Everything had stopped — not just
stopped but really stopped. Nobody was doing anything.
Toni was not bleeding any more. Nobody was even
breathing.



Chapter Five

he voice spoke again. ‘Go back, but slowly, nice and
Tslowly.’

Mr Snuff removed his head from under Toni’s skirt
and Errol put his finger back up Bob’s backside.

Toni’s body began to suck back into itself the blood
it had lost. The red stain shrank across the table. She
even appeared to revive slightly.

Errol removed his finger from Bob again and returned
to sit by the table. He seemed to be in pain: he made sad,
guttural noises. He took off the glove, got up again and,
backing away from the table, addressed Bob in the same
strange, incomprehensible sounds. He drew his gun and
pointed it at Toni.

A miracle was affecting Toni. Her wound was healing.
Almost all the blood she had lost was back in her body,
and all that was left of the gaping blast was the bullet.

Then Toni shot Errol.

Or at least shot at him. A bullet emerged from her
body and hurtled towards the gangster. Fortunately for
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Errol his gun was in the way, and the bullet Toni’s body
hurled at him disappeared straight up the barrel.

The disembodied voice spoke again.

‘All right. Thank you. Let’s leave it there for a
moment.’

And suddenly there was darkness. Bob, Toni, Errol and
Mr Snuff all disappeared. It was if they had never been
there at all. For the moment at least, they had ceased
to exist.

‘I just wanted you to see that last sequence backwards,’
said Bruce Delamitri, ‘because I think it’s easier to
deconstruct the shots when you’re not being distracted
by the narrative flow. Remember that trick when you’re
checking your edits.’

What a sentence! Calm, commanding, all-knowing.
Bruce could feel the sap rising — deep within his Calvin
Kleins. The good feeling he had got earlier that morning
from obliterating Oliver and Dale on Coffee Time USA was
as nothing to the buzz that now surged through him as
two hundred fresh-faced, puppy-like college kids hung
on his every word. They were sitting there, awestruck,
scarcely able to believe that the main man, the mainest
man, the mainest, mainiest, most main mongous man of
them all was really there, talking to them!

Bruce loved showing off in front of students. Especially
the girls. Punky ones with great big Doc Marten boots
on the end of slim, delicate legs. Preppy ones in smart
little jumpers and cute John Lennon glasses. Goth types
swathed in black, with pale skin and purple nail varnish.
Tough, vampy ones with pierced belly-buttons and who
knew what else. It wasn’t that Bruce was a dirty old
director. In fact women liked working with him: he
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was a recognized non-predator. But this was different.
This was a treat. When Bruce had attended college he
had been something of a dork and had had to work
extremely hard to get anywhere at all with girls. Oh,
they certainly liked him. They all found him funny,
with his perfect impression of the sound effects in
The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and his plastic space-gun,
stolen when he was an extra on Star Wars. His contagious
enthusiasm for absolutely anything and everything to
do with movies had always been attractive. But being
funny and enthusiastic does not get you laid. Nor does
it get you respected by the other guys — who had all
been into Kurosawa while he was into James Bond.

‘Of course The Magnificent Seven is a better movie than
The Seven Samurai,’ he used to say. ‘For one thing it
doesn’t have subtitles.’

Bruce had been popular at college but no kid had
ever stared at him the way these kids were staring at
him now.

He was home. The film studies course of the University
of Southern California where he had spent three happy
but sexually frustrated years. He had returned at last to
the one place in the world where he really wanted to
show off. This was why he had agreed, on Oscars day of
all days, to drive clear across LA from the Coffee Time stu-
dios to address his Alma Mater. To spend three precious
hours viewing and discussing clips from his movies. To
show off. What other reason would anyone have for
going back and addressing their old college? When the
heads of student committees write and ask famous old
boys or girls to return and speak, they imagine they are
asking an enormous favor. They themselves think the
place is crap and can’t wait to get out of it. But for the
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old boy or girl, that invitation represents acceptance at
last, an opportunity to finally come to terms with the
gawky nerdiness of their late adolescence. A rare chance
to reach back across the years and — in thought at least
- consummate all those glorious student flings that had
never been.

So there Bruce sat, a king on his podium, puffed up
with pride and eagerly anticipating a splendid hour or
so humbly making it clear to these fine young people
exactly how brilliant he was.

Opposite Bruce sat Professor Chambers, a sad-looking,
dusty old Mr Chips whom the students had asked to
chair the occasion. A teacher in the chair! In Bruce's
day it would have been an ace king of teenage cool
doing the job, but times had changed. The two-decade
sixties hangover, when youth still seemed full of infinite
promise, had finally evaporated. A colder wind blew
now, and students had become much more timid, more
conservative. Hence their decision to invite a professor to
chair this major event: they felt safer with an authority
figure around.

‘So,” said Bruce, ‘any questions or observations about
the clip we just saw? Let’s hear what the future’s got
to say.’

This was, of course, greeted by silence. Fear of looking
stupid or uncool is a powerful censor, particularly if
you’'ve just been referred to as the future.

‘I would like to ask something if I may,” said Professor
Chambers.

Bruce cursed inwardly. Surely this old turd was not
going to have so little style as to try and grab some
reflected glory for himself? Bruce had not given up
three hours of Oscars day to discuss the finer points of
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postmodern film noir bullshit with an anal academic. He
had done it in order to strut about in front of nymphs.

‘Go right ahead, professor,” he said, throwing a half-
smile at the kids in the audience as if to say, ‘Let’s
humor the sad old goat.’

‘Do you feel that the same effect could perhaps have
been achieved in your scene without delving into the
female protagonist’s private parts?’

Bruce was somewhat taken aback. Was this guy
criticizing him? Surely not. Bruce was Oscar-nominated,
for Christ’s sake.

‘Say what?’ Bruce demanded.

‘Ahem.” Professor Chambers cleared his throat, uncom-
fortably aware that all eyes were most definitely upon
him. ‘I was just wondering whether you feel that the
same effect could perhaps have been achieved in your
scene without delving into the female protagonist’s
private parts.’

There was a pregnant pause while Bruce debated
whether to crush the professor like a small, bearded insect
beneath his super-cool pointy-toed boots. A moment’s
reflection convinced him that this would look uncool.
He didn’t want to imbue the man with more significance
than he deserved, which was none. Instead Bruce opted
to wither him with a look of hip bemusement.

‘The girl’s private parts are not shown,” Bruce said.
‘Didn’t you watch the piece, professor?’

‘I realize that the girl’s private parts are not act-
ually shown,’ said Professor Chambers rather nervously.
‘Nevertheless, they seem to play a disproportionately
central role in the proceedings.’

The guy was criticizing him. As if he was the subject
of some essay. Bruce decided that this had already
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gone on too long. He wanted to talk to cool kids not
old jerks.

‘I do not make exploitative pictures,” he said with an
air of finality, and turned away from the professor to
feast his eyes again on the sea of adoring and expectant
young faces before him.

Professor Chambers sighed. He looked older than his
years, with his lined face and grey beard. He felt like a
schoolmaster forced to confront a brilliant but wayward
pupil. A genius boy physicist who spent his time making
stink-bombs, or a gifted young writer who insisted
on putting swear-words into all his creative-writing
assignments. He did not consider himself old-fashioned
or a bore; he had once written an appreciation of Jim
Morrison’s poetry for the Boston Literary Review. There
was however, in his opinion, a limit. Eroticism was
one thing, pornography another. He felt that the place
for delving into people’s private parts was a doctor’s
surgery or in the context of a loving relationship. Not
while searching for cocaine.

‘Nevertheless,” he said to the back of Bruce’s leather
jacket, ‘the character Mr Snuff does stare up the girl’s
private parts. That is the case, is it not?’

‘Ironically,” Bruce replied without turning round.

‘Ironically?’

pYEsH

‘I don’t understand.’

Bruce drew upon all his reserves of patience, which
was almost no patience at all. ‘The character Mr Snuff,’
he said, as if addressing a man who had donated his brain
to an organ bank, ‘stares up the character Toni’s private
parts in a manner that will imply an ironic juxtaposition
to the audience. Didn’t you get that, professor?’
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‘No, I'm afraid I missed that. Any ironic juxtaposition
entirely passed me by. Am I being terribly dense?’

Bruce threw a look of tolerant exasperation at the
audience, but the sympathetic response he anticipated
was not forthcoming. The students were a bit lost: most
of them thought that ironic juxtaposition was something
dirty you did in bed. Some of them giggled nervously.

‘With respect,” the professor added quietly, ‘I thought
it was just rather rude.’

Things had suddenly become a little tense. Bruce, like
most people, hated tension. His whole pose was one of
laid-back street cool. He was the grown-up teenager in
the Ray-Bans who just didn’t give a fuck. The naughty
thirty-something genius who broke all the rules. It was
his job to needle authority figures like college professors,
not the other way round. And on this day of all days,
Oscars day, when he should have been luxuriating in
the sweet ecstasy of fame, basking in a hormone-packed
wave of adolescent admiration, this dusty old fossil was
pissing on his parade.

Bruce struggled to stay cool. He reminded himself
just how far above the old turd he was. Only thai
morning the New York Times had published an adulatory
two-thousand-word profile of him, using phrases such
as ‘cultural icon’, ‘Zeitgeist and ‘defining images of the
last decade’. Cultural icons did not let bearded gnomes
with pens in their breast-pockets wind them up.

‘You remember that the next shot is the POV of the
girl’s snatch, right?’

This got an easy laugh, as Bruce had calculated it
would. Using rude words in lecture halls showed just
how much of a fuck he did not give.

‘POV?’ asked the professor.
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‘Jesus! I thought you ran a film course here. POV.
Point of view, for Christ’s sake, point of view.’

‘I know what POV means. I just don’t—'

‘We see Mr Snuff’s face from the point of view of
Toni’s vagina.’

‘The vagina’s point of view?’

‘Yes, the vagina’s point of view.’

This was an entirely new concept for the professor.
He wondered how a vagina could have a point of view
and, if it could, what its attitude would be.

‘I'm sorry, but I don't—

‘Mr Snuff stares at the vagina,” Bruce snapped, ‘and in
a subliminal way the vagina stares back at Mr Snuff.’

‘And that’s ironic, is it?’

‘The irony is in what we take away from the image,
professor. I want to show that this is all in a day’s work
for Mr Snuff. I need to see his face in these extraordinary
circumstances, so that I can show his expression of casual
indifference. He’s almost bored. This is just a job, an
American job.’

This bland assertion was too much for Professor
Chambers. A faint note of irritation crept into his
voice; you would have needed a sharp ear to spot it,
but it was there. The students, who knew their tutor,
shifted nervously in their seats.

‘Is shooting women in the stomach and then rum-
maging about in their vaginas for drugs a common occu-
pation in your experience?’ the professor inquired.

‘Killing is, pal. Being a killer is a career option in
America, like teaching or dentistry.’

‘Perhaps not quite as common.’

‘Ha! You wish.’

‘Statistically, I think you’ll find I'm right.” Professor
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Chambers decided to drop the point and move on. ‘Mr
Snuff’s next line is perhaps one of my least favorite
moments in your motion picture, Mr Delamitri.’

‘I'm heartbroken.” Bruce smiled wearily at the students
and they rewarded him with a laugh.

‘Hmm, yes, well, I understand that taste is subjective
and that you are indifferent to mine. Nevertheless, Mr
Snuff’s observation “nice pussy” seems to be beyond the
bounds of taste altogether.’

Bruce groaned audibly. He was genuinely offended
now. He no longer cared what the pretty young things
thought. It was between him and this pathetic man who
seemed to be going deliberately out of his way to apply an
attitude of archaic prurience to Bruce’s brilliant, startling
and challenging images.

‘“Nice pussy” is an important line, a pivotal line — the
keystone line of the movie! I put it there so that even
dummies wouldn’t miss the point I'm making.’

The audience was becoming genuinely uncomfortable.
Confrontational debate like this was a rarity on campus
these days: the consequences of giving offense to one
special-interest group or another were too severe. Bruce
sensed the nervousness and attempted to moderate
his anger.

‘Look, Mr Chambers, I am not insensitive to the fact
that some people might find this sequence unsettling.
I am also not blind to the possibility that other people
might be titillated by the images I present. The woman
has been brutalized and violated, tied down, shot, had
her clothing removed, and as she breathes her last she
finds herself being intimately inspected by a strange man.
I do not offer up these images lightly.’

‘I am delighted to hear it.’
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‘I am aware of my reponsibility to place all this in a
suitable editorial context. That is why I took the vagina’s
POV of Mr Snuff’s reaction.’

‘Which was to smile and observe that the character
Toni has a nice pussy.’

‘Exactly!” Bruce exploded. ‘Listen to how he says it
for Christ’s sake! He doesn’t say, “Wow, get this! I am
searching a dying girl’s private parts. Is that amazing or
what! Am 1 going totally insane here?” He shrugs and
he says it’s “a very nice pussy”. It’s a throwaway. He
is relaxed, he is indifferent. He’s at work. Like I say, to
him, it’s just a job, an American job. That’s what I want
people to take away from this scene.’

The professor sighed. He was sick of studying film.
Drugs, bullets, vaginas, this never-ending use of the
term ‘motherfucker’ - it was all so very depressing.

‘Perhaps we should take the next clip,” he said,
nodding at the student technician.

The film rolled and the scene began. It was set in a
low-life roadside bar and grill. A near-naked woman was
dancing seductively to slow country music playing on a
jukebox. Two aggressive and unpleasant truckers were
leering at her from the bar.

‘Now,” Bruce thought, ‘the old swine can’t possibly
object to this one.’



Chapter Six

he young man and the scrawny girl were still lying
Ton the bed in the motel chalet. Coffee Time had long
since concluded and now they were watching videos.

There was a woman on the screen, dancing to the
jukebox in a roadside bar and grill.

‘T'm sick of watching the tube, honey,” the girl
said.

‘Quiet now, baby,” the man replied. ‘This is important.
What I'm doing here right now, hon, is researching.’

‘Researching what? You ain’t doing no researching.
You're just watching dumb movies which you seen a
hundred times already. I want to go out.”

‘What I am researching, sugar,” the man said, his tone
hardening slightly, ‘is our salvation. Y’hear me now?
Because what I have here is a plan to get us saved.
You want to be saved, don’t you, precious?’

‘Sure 1 want to be saved. Everybody wants to be
saved.’

‘In that case, honey pie, shut the fuck up.’
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He fixed his eyes on the TV and cranked up the
volume. Slow, sugary country music filled the room,
music recorded thirty years ago, which had been utterly
and terminally uncool for every one of the intervening
years. Music that had become briefly hip. Everything
gets credible if you wait long enough; one generation'’s
cringe is another’s kitsch cult classic.

The woman kept on dancing. And such a woman. A
truck driver’s dream. A cowboy’s fantasy. Poor white
trash, but what poor white trash would look like had it
just descended from Mount Olympus. Tanned, shapely
legs stretching up forever from the glossy painted toes
on her bare feet to the jeans cut down to a tiny pair
of shorts that inadequately covered her buttocks. A
naked, undulating stomach, writhing to the rhythm. A
perfect navel, like a cup, a bronzed abdomen contrasting
beautifully with the white cotton of perhaps the smallest
vest a woman might wear and still hope to keep her
breasts from public view. Breasts which knew nothing
of Sir Isaac Newton or his absurd gravitational theories.
Above it all a cloud — no, a mane — of impossibly blonde
hair crowning sleepy eyes and a fat mouth. A fat, wet
mouth that never closed but hung lazily ajar, lips slightly
parted, ready, one might easily imagine, for anything.

There is a children’s movement exercise in which the
kids are told to dance ‘in the manner of’ an abstract
concept, like hunger or the wind. The girl in the bar
was dancing in the manner of an orgasm. Her hips,
her behind, her shoulders, her bare feet sliding on the
floor, all seemed to suggest that dancing on her own to
a jukebox in the middle of the day in a shit-house bar
was to her the ultimate in sexual excitement. As she
danced her hands even stole occasionally to between
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her legs, brushing at the little concertina of denim that
disappeared below the zip of her jeans.

If this woman wasn’t masturbating to music in a public
bar she was by way of doing a very good impression of it.
An impression that was not lost on the two large good ol
boy cowboy trucker types who were leaning against the
bar resting their beer bottles on their beer bellies. They
were, of course staring at the dancing woman, leering in
fact. Dribbling would perhaps not be too strong a word.
Their jaws were dropping, their erections were rising.
Had it not been for the vast expanse of gut between the
two, jaw and erection might well eventually have met.

‘Hurrr hurrrr,” said one good ol” boy.

‘Hurrrr,” replied the other and despite the poverty of
their language it was clear that they were discussing
the young woman'’s charms. Perhaps she was flattered
by their obvious attentions, because she seemed to be
directing her dancing toward them. A rough translation
of her body language might have read, ‘Should either of
you two gentlemen feel in any way inclined to screw me
rigid, you would not find me an unwilling collaborator.’
That, at least, was how the bigger and uglier of the two
good ol’ boys interpreted her look, for he released the
bar stool that he had clamped between his vast buttocks
and, pausing only to spit some tobacco on to the floor,
grunted his way towards the near-naked siren dancing
before him.

What a contrast they made. One so beautiful it was
almost unbearable, a walking, talking, living doll, a sex
puppet, achingly seductive. The other a repulsive slob,
beer bottle in hand, so many chins it looked as if he had
rested his face on a stack of crumpets, his belly so vast
that one side of it was in a different time zone from the
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other. The woman'’s chest might defy Newton’s laws, but
this colossal gut seemed to exercise its own gravitational
pull. At least, the woman certainly appeared to be drawn
towards him, and it was hard to imagine that this had
come about through any sort of desire.

And yet everything about her demeanor suggested
that it had. It really seemed as if she was attracted to
this man. She pouted at him, wiggled at him. His lumpy
movements and phlegmy grunts seemed to excite her
and spur her on to greater displays of lithe sexuality.
She took his beer bottle from him and, even though
there was only an inch or so left in it, took a pull. The
man had clearly been nursing that bottle for some time
and one could only guess how much of the beery dregs
was made up of his spit, yet the woman sucked greedily
at it, her fleshy lips pouting round the bottle neck as if
to say, ‘Normally, of course, I prefer to do this to a fat,
ugly truck-driver’s penis.’

The woman emptied the bottle but instead of putting
it down she rolled it around on her tummy, apparently
so hot that she needed to take any opportunity to cool
down. Having rolled the bottle around for a while she
turned it upside down so that a small dribble of the
remaining foam ran down over her belly-button and
into the top of her tiny shorts, drawing attention (as
if this were required) to the fact that the waist button
was undone and it was only the zip that was holding
the shorts closed.

‘Hurrr,” said the good ol’ boy, as well he might.

The woman put the bottle down on top of the
jukebox and closed the gap between herself and her
new companion. Now her body was against his, her hips
grinding back and forth. The trucker, clearly feeling that
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some gesture was required on his part, put his arms
round her and in lieu of a formal introduction gripped
her buttocks.

‘My name’s Angel,” she whispered at two or three of
his many chins.

‘Who cares what your name is, honey?’ the trucker
said. ‘Pussy is pussy.’

He had struck the wrong note. Whatever Angel had
hoped to hear from this disgusting man, it was not
that. Her mood changed even as he gripped her more
tightly.

‘Loosen your grip, buddy,” she said. ‘I like to keep my
tits on the outside of my rib-cage’.

Her appeal fell on deaf ears. Digging his huge, fat
banana fingers into her behind, he dragged her body
harder against his.

‘Honey, if you dance like a whore you're going to get
treated like a whore,” he growled. ‘Now, how about you
pucker up for daddy?’

‘I'd rather kiss the stuff I cut off my dog’s ass,” Angel
remarked in a forthright tone. With that she reached
out an arm, grabbed the beer bottle from the top of the
jukebox and brought it down on top of her dancing
partner’s head, shattering the base of the bottle. This
gesture was understandably enough to make the man
do as he was asked and disengage himself, but he did
it with no good grace and indeed seemed ready to
draw back his big pudgy fist and punch the woman.
She was, however, ahead of him. There was a heavy
glass beer jug on the counter. Somehow or other it got
into Angel’s hand and she swung it against the side of
the big man’s head. Down he went, semi-stunned, to the
filthy bar-room floor, where he lay prostrate in the mud
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and the blood and the beer. At the bar his pal began to
release his stool from the buttock-clamp in which his
ass held it. Angel dropped the jug and, reaching into
her tiny shorts, produced - by some kind of miracle, for
it certainly could not have been there before - a little
snub-nosed pistol.

‘Sit the fuck down and shut the fuck up,” this woman
of strange emotional contrasts shouted, levelling her
weapon at the second trucker. You could almost hear
the fear as the terrified fellow reinserted the stool into
his enormous lardy backside and shut up.

Meanwhile Angel turned her attention back to her
ex-dancing-partner, who still lay semi-stunned upon
the floor.

‘Cocksucking son of a bitch!” she screamed in wild,
uncontrollable, unbalanced fury, kicking the stricken
man in the head and face. ‘Still want me? Still looking
for pussy, you goddam faggot bastard? Well, you’ve had
your last piece, you rat turd!

The broken bottle with which she had begun her
assault was still in her hand. Dropping to her knees,
she rammed its jagged edge into the stunned man’s
loins. Blood geysered out of his fly.

The man touched the video remote control and the image
froze, the blood stopping in mid-air as it hurtled towards
Angel’s face.

‘1 wuz just starting to enjoy that, honey,’ said the
girl.

‘Got to take a leak,” said the man. ‘Don’t you mess
with that control, now, girl. ‘Cos’ I'm working here.
What I got is a plan.



Chapter Seven

hundred miles south, in the university lecture hall

Bruce and Professor Chambers sat beneath the
same frozen image of blood geysering from the fat
trucker’s loins. There was applause from the students,
which Bruce graciously acknowledged. He felt back on
safe ground. Surely the senile, bearded old back issue
sitting opposite him could not object to such a vigorous
and empowering piece of film-making. It transpired,
however, that he could.

‘Don’t you think that’s rather a clichéd scene?’ Pro-
fessor Chambers inquired.

Bruce could scarcely believe the effrontery of the
odious little gnome. Who did he think he was? In fact,
and more to the point, who was he? A teacher. What
did he do that was so great?

‘Have you any idea how much I earn?’ Bruce wanted
to shout. ‘Are you aware that the Académie Frangaise
has given me a dinner?’

He didn’t say that but he might as well have done.
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He hit the tweedy old jerk with everything he had.

‘Cliché? Cliché? he said, jumping to his feet. ‘Well
excuuuuuse me if I opine that the meanest, most
derivative cliché I ever produced is more original than
everything you have ever said plus everything you have
ever done.’

It was a mistake. It was meant to be a joke, sort of, but
it didn’t come out that way at all. Bruce had hoped to look
smug and disrespectful, the street punk in a leather jacket
and pointy-toed boots thumbing his nose at authority. He
forgot that he was not a punk but an impossibly rich,
Oscar-nominated director, whereas Professor Chambers
was a public servant on forty grand a year. Bruce was
Goliath and the professor was David, not the other way
round. The kids in the hall began to whisper to each
other. Sweat trickled down Bruce’s back and into the the
top of his black 501s. He had let himself get angry; getting
angry was uncool and he knew it. He was supposed to be
the guy who didn’t care. He realized that he must get a
grip, bite the bullet, chew the carpet, go home later and
kick the dog.

‘Just kidding,” he said, with a little-boy smile. “You
don’t “dis” the prof, right?’

The students relaxed a little. Bruce had concentrated
all his considerable personal charm into this jokey semi-
apology and it worked - for the students. Not, though,
for the professor, who was looking at the screen again
and shaking his head sadly. The woman in hot pants
was still astride the trucker, the broken bottle was still
embedded in his loins, the geyser of blood still hung in
mid-air like a cruel red spike.

‘I'm supposed to feel all right about this piece of violent
soft porn because the woman triumphs, am I?’
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‘Well of course,” said Bruce. ‘It’s immensely important
that the female protagonist is shown in a befittingly
empowering light.’

This provoked a smattering of applause from some
of the young women in the audience. Bruce was even
gratified to hear a couple of whoops.

‘Right on!” shouted a girl with a ring through her
nose.

‘Hmmm.’ Professor Chambers sucked on his pen as
if it was a pipe. ‘You can have no idea how tired I
am of film-makers like you cynically cloaking their
salacious, smutty entertainments in some laughably
two-dimensional anti-sexist agenda.’

This was getting silly. Bruce was a guest for Christ’s
sake! When was this nasty old man going to give him
a break? Bruce took further refuge in self-righteous
feminism, the modern equivalent of hiding behind a
woman'’s petticoats. ‘Maybe you find images of strong
women threatening?”’

‘Right on!” shouted the girl with the nose-ring. Bruce
wanted to kiss her. Fortunately he didn’t; had he done so
she would have brought a civil action against him for rape.
Professor Chambers did not seem even to have heard her.

‘I do not consider a woman who deliberately titillates
some ignorant and unpleasant oaf merely to bury a
broken bottle in his private parts, strong, I consider her
psychotic.’

‘Listen, pal, a woman can dress and dance any way
she wants.’

‘Any way you want. This is your fantasy, Mr Delamitri.
The whole scenario is a fiction created by you, and the
actress playing the role dressed as you wanted her to
and did what you told her to do.’
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The young woman with the nose-ring kept quiet. They
all did. The debate was getting out of their league. They
liked things simple, and an uncomfortable suspicion was
dawning on them that what their professor and their
hero were discussing was not simple at all.

‘Yes, 1 created it,” Bruce admitted, ‘but what did I
create it from? These things are going on out there.’
He was no longer concerned with looking cool. He had
a point to make, a position to defend. He wanted to get
through to the professor in the same way the professor
had got through to him. ‘The connection between sex
and violence is for real. It’s out there and it’s happening,
USA-wide. That isn’t my fault. I didn’t start it and I didn't
kill anyone. I just hold up the mirror.’

‘Rather a flattering mirror, isn’t it?’

‘Excuse me?’

The professor let him have it. “‘Why do your murderers
and psychopaths have to be so attractive, Mr Delamitri?
So cool? It seems to me that if the scene we have just
watched had involved the near-rape of a plain woman,
a fat, boring woman, then you would probably have let
her get raped. Except there never would have been such
a scene because the whole purpose of the entire grubby
business was to show us a beautiful woman in a state
of provocative near-undress—’

Bruce did not let him finish. Chambers had walked
into a trap. Bruce had heard this ancient, purile argu-
ment many times before, and he was in a position to
crush it with the utter contempt it deserved.

‘You ever see a Greek statue of an ugly chick? You
ever see a painting of a battle when the guys didn’t look
cool and noble? Where the blood didn’t look exciting and
seductive? Artists make pictures and stories. That’s what
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we do. Dull, ugly people leading boring lives devoid of
sex and adventure do not make good stories. I’'m not a
journalist. It is no part of my duty to report life. I am an
artist. My duty is to my own muse, my creative self. I
take what I want in order to create what I like.’

‘Really? I thought you said you were a mirror.’

Tm ... I'm ..." Bruce knew when to throw in the
towel. ‘Actually, I'm running kind of late here.’

In the motel cabin the tough-looking guy had returned
from the bathroom, grabbed a beer from the mini-bar
and lain down again beside the girl.

‘That sure was a fine motion picture,” he said. ‘I may
just have to watch it one more time.’

‘Oh, honey,’” said the girl, ‘can’t we go out now? Do
something?’

“You want to go to prison, sugar pie?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘You want to burn in the chair? You want to feel your
eyeballs melting before you're even dead?’

‘Don’t go saying stuff like that!” Suddenly there were
tears on her pale cheeks.

‘Then just you go get me another burger and let me
watch my movie. Cos what I am working on here is
our salvation.’
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Chapter Eight

usk had fallen.

D The searchlights that explored the sky above the
theater could be seen from miles away. The crowd was
getting thicker and Bruce’s limo slowed down. It's a
funny thing about stretch limos: you can usually hire
them for no more than twice or three times what an
ordinary cab would cost and yet they remain a potent
symbol of colossal wealth and celebrity. It crossed Bruce’s
mind that he ought to be able to extrapolate some
great truth from this observation, but he couldn’t think
what it was.

The great car crawled forwards a few yards, clinging
to the number plate in front, a pink number plate which
read STAR. Bruce smiled. If there was one thing he knew
about stardom, it was that if you had to stick it on your
fender you hadn’t got it.

A limousine jam. Only in Hollywood could you have a
genuine limousine jam. An entire traffic snarl made up
exclusively of stretch limos. Here was another observation
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from which a pithy and illuminating irony could surely
be gleaned. No matter how long your car is, in traffic
they're all the same length: they stretch from the one
stuck in front of you to the one stuck behind. Not bad,
Bruce mused. He might trot it out to the press tonight
to show that he still had his feet on the ground despite
being so very special.

The car stopped altogether.

Bruce leant back in the baby-soft black leather, his
wrap-round Rays between him and the world, a drink
in his hand and an Oscar very nearly in his pocket.

His mind began to dwell on a particularly gruesome
and pointless murder that he was planning. He had it
in his head pretty clearly now. A run-down Korean
drug store in the Valley. Two white kids enter the store.
White trash kids. Better still, middle-class white kids
pretending to be trash. Talking dudespeak, of course,
or whatever other hellish dialect the generation with
no brain affected these days. (‘Generation X? Generation
X-tremely fucking stupid,” Bruce would say at parties.)
The two kids approach the counter and ask for a quarter
of Jack plus some Pepsi to mix. But the old Korean lady
knows the law and doesn’t want to lose her liquor
licence, so she asks for some ID.

‘Here’s my ID, bitch,” says one of the boys and hauls
out a machete. Not some stupid little knife, but a machete.
Obviously the old lady tells the kids to forget about the
ID, in fact she reaches down a whole pint of bour-
bon and offers it to them on the house. But it’s too
late. She has crossed the line with these kids. She has
‘dissed’” them. They have been pushed too far and they
ain’t gonna take it any more because, quite frankly,
they are sick of the bullshit. So the boy swings his
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weapon towards the terrified woman in a huge arc
and cuts her head off. Blood starts spurting out of
the dead woman'’s neck, which so excites the two kids
that they hop over the counter and hack her up into a
million pieces.

Bruce would do the whole thing to music, heavy-duty
rock 'n’” roll perhaps, or maybe something witty and
ironic like ‘Happy Days are Here Again’ or ‘All You
Need is Love’. He would make it look like a pop video.
Maybe he could have a TV on in the background, with
a Tom and Jerry cartoon showing. That way, while the
two kids were slicing up the old Korean woman, Jerry
could be ironing Tom with a steam iron, or dicing him
in the lawn-mower.

‘What were you trying to tell us by juxtaposing your
brutal murder with cartoon mayhem?’ assholes like
Professor Chambers would ask.

‘I was telling you that the Korean woman had Tom
and Jerry showing on her TV,” he would reply enigmati-
cally, and hundreds of film students would write essays
about irony.

‘Bruce Delamitri is trying to tell us that America is
now starring in its own animation,” they would write.
‘We are all Tom, we are all Jerry, locked in a perpetual
cycle of almost surreal violence.’

The limo driver barged in on Bruce’s thoughts. ‘There’s
a hell of a line to drop, Mr Delamitri. We're going to be
stalled for a while here.’

A limo jam. A jam of stretch limousines. It was faintly
embarrassing.

Outside there were thousands of people, all staring.
Faces everywhere, a wall of them. Bruce peered through
the darkness of his shades and tried to focus on a pretty
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one but was disappointed. Despite their excitement, they
all seemed drab and sad. Trash. Poor white, black, brown
and yellow trash.

He glanced at the locks on the car doors. It was not
that he thought he was in any danger — the crowd
was well ordered and the cops were keeping it firmly
behind barriers — but you could not help but feel a
little exposed. All those people wanting something they
would never get.

Maybe one day they would just grab it anyway. It
crossed Bruce’s mind that the princes of old Russia must
have stared out of their carriages at faces much like these
just before their world got torn to bits in 1917.

But what did they want, craning their necks by the side
of the street like that? It certainly wasn’t peace, bread
and freedom. So what? They couldn’t see anything: all
the limos had mirrored windows, so all they could see
was themselves. Another irony; Bruce was full of them
today. The harder those people tried to look into his
world the more intensely they saw their own images
staring back at them. That was it! The whole truth
in one startling image. Why were Bruce’s movies so
successful? Because people saw themselves reflected in
them. Maybe better-looking and a little cooler but none
the less themselves, with their fears, their lusts, their
most secret desires and fantasies. That damned professor
had been wrong and he, Bruce, had been right. He was
a mirror. He did not create a world for people to watch;
they created a world for him to film.

They were his muse, these /umpen gawkers, staring at
his car, trying to guess who might be inside it. Pointing,
pointing their fingers and yet all they could see was their
own images, pointing right back at them.
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‘That’s right, point,” Bruce said aloud. ‘Point the
finger, accuse yourselves, because you and you alone
are responsible for what you see. For what you are. For
what you do.’

Up ahead the starlet in the purple dress had done her
twirls, making the most of her thighs and her nipples.

Then it was his turn on the red carpet.

He stepped out of his limo intending scarcely to
acknowledge the crowd, merely to stroll languidly into
the theatre as if he was entering a bar. Perhaps he
would allow a brief, cool nod towards the throng, but
certainly no more than that. The sort of stroll and nod
that said, ‘Am I the only person here who realizes that
this is all bullshit?’ That was what he had intended, but
instead Doctor Showbiz appeared as if from nowhere
and gave him a shot in the arm. The crowd cheered
and he couldn’t resist a stolen moment luxuriating in
their attention. He turned, he waved, he checked his
bow-tie, he tugged charmingly at his ear-lobe.

‘Love me you bastards,” he thought. ‘Look! Look!
This is my night. I am the greatest director in the
world and yet I have the grace to pretend I'm just an
ordinary guy.’

‘Why, he’s just an ordinary guy,’ thought the crowd
and the cheering redoubled. Except, of course, for the
pickets. They did not cheer — well, why would they? As
far as they were concerned, Bruce had murdered their
children.

Their banners said, ‘"MAD (Mothers Against Death)”. It
was’ extraordinary the lengths people would go to to
come up with a suitable acronym, the tortuous linguistic
paths they were prepared to navigate in order to arrive at
something they imagined sounded neat.
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These mothers weren’t against death, they were against
violence and murder. But that would have spelt MAVAM
which was not neat, so they had had to become Mothers
Against Death (by violence and murder), or MAD. Bruce
knew some of them by sight. They had been with him
for months, these mothers whose sons and daughters he
was supposed to have killed.

‘Hollywood glorifies murder’, said their placards. ‘Bring
back family entertainment’.

‘Like incest,” Bruce thought, but fortunately he did not
say it. Even cool mavericks in pointy-toed boots had to
recognize the limits.

‘Mr Delamitri,” shouted one of the MAD mothers, ‘my
son was murdered. An innocent boy, gunned down on
the streets. In your last picture there were seventeen
murders.’

‘Yeah, and there was plenty of sex in my movie too,
but I bet you haven’t had any for a while.” Again he
thought it but didn’t say it.

These people were beyond rational argument. Bruce
turned away from them and waved at the rest of the
crowd.

‘Where’s the old lady?’ one tasteless joker shouted.

Funny how some people seem to think it’s perfectly
all right to be rude to the rich and famous, as if having
a lot of money meant that breaking up with your wife
was not a painful experience. Bruce had not got married
in public, and he certainly wasn’t getting divorced in
public, but the whole messy business was none the less
public property.

‘Where are your manners, you pathetic little no-life?’
was what Bruce wanted to reply, but he didn’t, of course.
He merely smiled a ‘what can I tell ya?’ sort of smile
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and for this small capitulation he was rewarded with
a thumbs up from his interrogator and another ragged
cheer.

The mirror Bruce held up was a two-way thing.
Occasionally he caught his own reflection in it. He
wanted that crowd to love him, to appreciate him. So
he smiled and waved and in their faces were reflected
his weakness and his dishonesty.

It began to rain. A summer storm was coming in.
Bruce hurried up the red carpet and into the theater.
He was wearing the genuine original tux that had been
worn by Bogart in Casablanca, but it was only borrowed
and he didn’t want it to get wet.

North of LA the storm had already broken. The highway
shone like black patent leather, the lights of the traffic
shimmering on its surface.

Inside the 1957 Chevrolet the young man and the
even younger woman peered out at the road as the
ancient wiper blades struggled with the downpour.

‘Ya gotta sacrifice comfort for style,” the man had said,
explaining his choice of which car to steal. ‘Even broke
down and with its engine up on blocks, this car is a better
car than every heap of foreign tin between here and Los
Angeles.’

‘Leastways the radio works,” the girl said, and found
a hard-rock station. Personally, she liked her music a
little softer and sweeter, but she knew his tastes. Besides,
what she liked to hear was the news. She liked being
famous.

‘Latter day desperados ... Bonnie and Clyde for the
millennium . . . a Mexican chambermaid found dead in
a chalet room, clutching clean towels and soap . . .” The
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girl thought how strange it had been, watching movies
all that time with the dead maid lying there in front of
the TV.

‘... motel short-order cook shot fourteen times . . .’

She should never have told him about that guy flirting.
She’d known what would happen and it had.

The radio moved on to showbiz news.

‘... live from outside the Oscars ... I see Bruce
Delamitri acknowledging the crowd.’

‘Way to go,” murmured the man as he peered into
the rain. ‘You make sure you win, now, Bruce. Just
you make damn sure you win.’



Chapter Nine

/ ruce Delamitri! Yeah, way to go! All right” the

Bimpossibly cute blonde model-turned-actress almost
shouted, making the most of her last syllable in the spotlight.

On the whole the people brought on to do the present-
ing at awards ceremonies are divided into two groups,
the big names and the small. The big names are those
who have been nominated for an award themselves and
have been persuaded to muck in elsewhere during the
evening to help things swing. They do not want to do
this of course, since it considerably lessens a star’s impact
when they finally appear themselves as a recipient if they
have only recently been welcomed on stage to give some
nobody or other the gong for ‘Best Foreign-Language
Lyric’. Nevertheless, big stars often agree to do the
required chore because they are unable to avoid the
tiny, unworthy suspicion that a refusal might somehow
affect their own chances. Traditionally, big names who
have not been nominated refuse requests to present.
They are happy to turn up, of course, and sit in the
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stalls observing proceedings with a bemused tolerance,
but they are not prepared to play John the Baptist to some
hated rival’s Messiah. Which means that the organizers of
these events are forced to fall back on the second group:
small names, people who have been around for either
a very short time or a very long time. The former are
not yet famous enough to cause much excitement, and
the latter are destined to provoke excitement only once
more in their lives and that, paradoxically, will be when
they die. It is these people who fill the gaps between the
genuinely important names.

Bruce scored a not-yet-famous-enough.

It should not have been that way, of course. ‘Best
Director’ is one of the jewels in the Academy’s crown,
and under normal circumstances one of the press-ganged
biggies would have presented Bruce with his statuette.
But Hollywood is a scared town. Nobody wants to be
connected with any controversy, and with his placard-
waving band of MAD camp followers Bruce was highly
controversial. His presence on the list of nominees
had been enough to cause all the glittering superstars
originally approached to get headaches.

‘Bruce Delamitri! Yeah, way to go! All right/

Bruce leapt out his seat like an eager puppy at the
sound of his name. He had intended to arch his eyebrows
in surprise and then rise slowly and rather reluctantly.
Instead it looked as if his backside was spring-loaded.
Recovering slightly, but still grinning like a lunatic, he
set off towards the podium. Behind him a tuxedoed extra
slipped into his place; the Oscars ceremony is, when all is
said and done, a television program, and no seating gaps
are allowed to mar the perfect picture.

The cute starlet beamed at Bruce as he approached
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her. Held firmly in her grip and pressed hard against her
impossibly, absurdly perfect body was the twelve-inch
golden icon. If Bruce’s mouth hadn’t been so dry he
would probably have dribbled. This felt good. All through
the interminable earlier part of the proceedings his mind
had been a jumble of possible things to say. He would
speak out against the New Right and its creeping censor-
ship, condemn the way hysterical outrage had replaced
reasoned debate, call for freedom of speech, proclaim
the sacred individuality of the artist in a democracy.
Basically, just be a complete and utter hero.

In front of a billion people.

That was what he had been told: a billion people were
watching. A billion. On the long walk up the aisle toward
the beaming starlet, he tried to conjure up some kind of
image of what that meant. He thought of all the faces
outside the theater, the ones staring into his limousine;
he imagined the whole sky filled with those faces, a big
sky, a desert sky, filled with gawking faces from one
horizon to the other, all staring at him. He couldn’t do
it. It didn’t mean anything. A hundred people, a billion
people — either way it was a lot of people if they were
all staring at you.

Now Bruce was on the stage, standing alone in a single
spotlight, the Oscar in his hand.

Now was his chance. To tell it like it was. To rise above
the sanctimonious emotional manipulation that had
characterized the evening thus far. Like the ‘Best Actor’,
who had won his award for playing a person with brain
damage and who had actually carried a brain-damaged
child on to the stage and presented her with his award.
Or the ‘Best Actress’, who had won so many hearts
by accepting her award dressed in a gown designed in
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the shape of an enormous Aids-awareness ribbon. Like
the ‘Best Supporting Actor’, who had pointed out that
Hollywood’s duty was the ‘inspirationalization’ of the
world; and the ‘Best Supporting Actress’, who had
made an emotional appeal from the podium for more
understanding of everything. The endless list of thanks to
Mom, Dad, ‘my creative team’, ‘the many, many people
whose dedicated work goes into enabling me to be me’,
God and America.

Now it was Bruce’s turn. To tell it like it really
was.

‘T stand here on legs of fire.’

Legs of fire?

It just came out. Despite his best noble intentions
to say what he really felt, the awesome scale of the
event possessed him. The billion people in the mirror
possessed him. Suddenly he was no longer his own man.
He had become an automaton, an unwilling conduit for
mawkish, sentimental drivel.

‘I want to thank you. Each and every person in this
room. Each and every person in this industry. You
nourished me and helped me to touch the stars .. .’

What could he do? He could not rain on the parade.
Nobody loves a griper, particularly if that griper is holding
in his firm, manly grasp the one thing that everybody in
the whole room covets the most. Look at Brando. He
wasn’t the only person who was sorry for the Indians
or Native Americans or whatever they were called.
Everybody felt bad about them, but bringing them up
at the Oscars? It just looked smug and rude. Besides, the
people who were outside protesting had lost loved ones.
Nothing to do with him, of course, but nevertheless it ill
behooved a man of his splendid achievement to piss on

¢ 62



Popcorn ¢

the bereaved from the Olympian heights of the Oscars
ceremony.

‘... You are the wind beneath my wings and I flap
for you. God bless you all. God bless America. God bless
the world as well. Thank you.’

The room erupted into rapturous applause. It was
an ovation of relief. Bruce Delamitri had acted like
a grown-up. When his name was announced, many
people had wondered whether he would seize the
opportunity to be rude and controversial. Bruce did,
after all, represent the young, thrusting, cool, cynical
Hollywood which simply did not give a fuck. It had
been eminently possible — indeed probable - that he
would seek unworthy notoriety by being unpleasant
and abrasive. A few of the more timid souls feared
he might even mention those dreadful pickets outside
the theatre who were trying to spoil everybody’s big
night. But what a pleasant surprise. Bruce’s speech had
been a model of Oscars-night grace and good manners.
Textbook stuff: sincere, self-effacing, patriotic and very,
very moving.

Hollywood welcomed one of its own into the fold.
Bruce walked from the podium and into the wel-
coming arms of the upper echelons of the entertainment
establishment.

Back up the coastal highway, they were finally clearing
away the bodies of the Mexican maid and the short-order
chef, two people who had come into contact with a moral
vacuum and who had paid the price. The State Troopers
shook their heads. The detectives shook their heads.
‘Jerry made me a steak only this morning,” said one
Trooper as the trolley upon which Jerry’s corpse lay was
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wheeled out into the parking lot. From the front Jerry
had still looked like Jerry. He had taken any number of
bullets, but modern high-velocity weapons make very
neat entry wounds. Not so the exit wounds. Each bullet
pushes an expanding cone of flesh in front of it on its
journey through the body, and when it blasts its way
out the damage is horrific. From the front Jerry was
merely slightly perforated; from the back he was just
so much pulp.

The maid had been strangled.

‘Why’d they do that?’ the Trooper wondered. ‘I mean,
why the fuck did those bastards have to do that?
Weren’t no call. No money nor nothing. So why’d
they do that?’

Contrary to popular mythology, American police offi-
cers do not spend all day every day scraping corpses off
walls and floors. Perhaps the Washington DC Homicide
Department do, but not the average cop. Death is not
uncommon in their job but it is not the norm either, and
the two State Troopers weren’t so familiar with murder
as to be indifferent to it.

‘Ain’t no reason why,’ one of the detectives answered.
‘These kids are just doing it for kicks. Maybe they
was high on drugs, listening to some damn Satanic
heavy-metal music, or else maybe they just watched
another movie.’

There were still a few news reporters left on the
scene.

‘So you definitely think this is another copycat killing,
chief?’ one said eagerly. ‘It’s got to be the Mall Murder-
ers, hasn't it?’

‘Well, this ain’t no mall, is it? Although, hell, those
psychotic bastards ain’t particularly choosy where they
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perpetrate their mayhem. I don’t know, you tell me.
Maybe they was copying something they saw, maybe
it was two other fuck-ups copying them.’

‘A copycat copycat?’ asked the reporter, scribbling
furiously.

‘I don’t know. Maybe it’s a copycat, copycat, copycat.
All I know is that two innocent, ordinary Americans
are dead.’

‘And that’s the point isn't it?’ said the reporter, seizing
on the detective’s words like a dog with a bone. ‘That’s
what this is, just one more ordinary story of Ordinary
Americans.’

‘Well, I don’t know what you’d call ordinary,” the cop
replied. T've been coming to this diner for over thirty
years now and nobody ever got shot here before.’

But the reporter had stopped scribbling.
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Chapter Ten

he Governor’s Ball. The post-Oscars party. The glitter,
the glamour, the bosoms! There were bosoms as far as
the eye could see, a great soft undulating shelf of bosoms
that stretched from one side of the vast ballroom to the
other. If anything was going to snap Bruce out of the
irrational but uneasy sense of failure that his speech had
cast across his great triumph, it was the Bosom Ball.
He stood at the top of the stairs that led down to the
dance-floor and wallowed in the glorious display. From
his vantage-point he could admire the thousand or so
best cleavages in Hollywood, which of course meant
the best in the world. What an admirable thought!
Laid out before him were the planet’s two thousand
top tits, creamy white, coffee-brown, sun-kissed olive,
all rising and falling to the rhythm of the night. The
best that Mother Nature could build, the best that money
could buy. Heaving against the silk and lace and velvet
and rubber of a thousand million-dollar dresses. Bosom
upon bosom upon bosom, struggling to escape the surly

67 ¢



4 Ben Elton

confines of the gowns that bound them. For the second
time that day Bruce felt the sap rise within his Calvins.
Was that an Oscar in his pocket or was he just extremely
bloody pleased with himself? The winner! The man of
the hour. The best director in town.

Intoxicated by the heady atmosphere of sex and
success, Bruce forgot his private sense of failure. Every-
body made awful speeches at the Oscars: it was a
tradition.

Sure.

Absolutely.

In a way it was cool to be kitsch. Look at Elvis.

Right.

Buoyed up by this thought, Bruce waded into the sea
of bosoms.

‘Thank you, thank you very much,” he heard himself
saying over and over again, struggling to address his
remarks to faces not bosoms. Cleavage etiquette was
something he had never been able to work out. Clearly,
a woman who was presenting her tits like the centrepiece
in some glorious bouquet would be saddened to think
that nobody had noticed them. On the other hand, if
you did stare appreciatively it looked a bit tacky. Bruce
thought about putting on his shades, but decided against
it. Instead he concentrated on being magnanimous in
victory.

‘Personally, I thought so and so should have got it,’
he lied. Personally, he thought so and so’s movie had
been an over-sentimental piece of crap which nobody
would have looked at twice if so and so hadn’t been a
woman. But he was trying to be nice.

‘No, really, I think she deserved it more than I did.’
Like hell.
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‘I'm just happy if someone goes to see my picture.’
Like double hell with mashed potatoes.

‘Great to see you, pal.” Bruce pumped some handsome
star’s hand fervently. ‘I loved that cop thing you did. We
should meet. I'd like that. That would be fun.’

‘Did you see the cop thing he did?” Bruce con-
fided to another firm-chinned wonder. ‘Directed by
a moron, performed by a retard. I'm trying to be
nice here, but the guy has had a total talent trans-
plant.’

More bosoms. More congratulations. A couple of
drinks.

‘I'm just glad for the cast, that’s all. It’s really their
movie . .. I just thought up the idea, raised the money,
wrote the script, cast it, directed it and told everybody
involved exactly what to do.’

More drinks. More bosoms. He was happy to address
them directly now.

‘You are the wind beneath my wings and I flap for
you. God bless you all. God bless America. God bless
the world as well. Thank you.’

Bruce’s voice wafted through the trees. The young
couple were lying on a blanket spread on the wet
ground. They had just made love in the warm but
drenching rain.

‘Quiet, honey,” said the man, and he held his finger
to his lover’s lips.

‘Surely the most controversial Oscar choice in recent
times,” the radio said, ‘particularly in the light of yet
another irrational murder thought to have been per-
petrated by the notorious copycat killers known as the
Mall Murderers.’
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The girl giggled with nervous excitement. ‘Notorious!’
she whispered into her boyfriend’s ear.

‘That’s right, honey. No-fuckin’-torious.’

She lay back on the sopping rug and the rain splashed
down on her fragile-looking body, forming shining beads
on her white skin.

Notorious.

They laughed together at this reminder of their infamy.
He ran his hand across her stomach and on to her breasts,
collecting a ridge of water as he did so. Then they made
love again, while the radio pumped twenty minutes of
commercial-free rock through the dripping trees. No
chit-chat, no hard sell, just pure one hundred per cent
heavy-duty rock cumminrightatcha!

‘Well,” said the man, when they had finished for a
second time, as he got up and pulled on his jeans, ‘I
guess the engine’ll be cool by now. We’d best be moving
on. We have some stuff to do.’

Bruce was drinking and he’d stopped trying to be nice.

Although he was something of a style junkie, the
abstinence thing was one Hollywood fashion Bruce had
never cottoned to. He was one of the new breed of ‘Hey,
I smoke — you gonna call the cops?” hard guys.

‘T like to drink,” he would say. ‘I like the taste and I
like the packaging. It is an indisputable fact, aesthetically
speaking, that a bottle of Jack or Jim on a dinner table
looks considerably more pleasing than a bottle of Evian.
Trust me, I'm a movie director.’

Under normal circumstances Bruce was a happy drinker,
not one of those sad Jekyll and Hyde characters who turn
into social psychopaths with the third glass. But on this
night, although (or perhaps because) it was supposed
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to be the biggest night of his life, the bourbon was not
giving him that familiar warm glow.

It was all the people in his face.

His face was completely full of people — friends,
admirers, job-seekers, gold-diggers — and yet suddenly,
all he actually wanted was to be alone. He would have
liked nothing more than to lean against a wall in
solitary, half-drunk splendor, watch the bosoms and
forget about himself. But he couldn’t because people
kept coming up and talking to him. Congratulations
would have been fine, but they always wanted to
justify their gushing praise with a conversation. Why
couldn’t they just tell him he was great and fuck off?
Instead he had to be nice to them. He didn’t want to
be nice. He’d been nice on the podium, nice enough for
a lifetime. That was enough nice; he was niced out. He
should not be expected to spend the whole evening, Ais
evening being nice.

‘Thank you, that’s kind, thank you. Well you know
that’s very kind.’

It couldn’t go on forever and it didn’t.

‘Look, I just made a movie. I didn’t find the cure for
cancer!” That shut them up.

‘This Oscar means nothing,” he added grandly, warm-
ing to his theme.

‘It’s a tainted trinket.” . . . ‘A statue without status.” . . .
A bauble with no balls.” . . . Bruce loved that last one.

‘Take a look at it.” He held up his Oscar, waving it
about and pointing at the golden sword which coyly
covered the relevant part of its anatomy. ‘It’s a bauble
with no balls.

People laughed — but nervously. You didn’t come to
the Governor’s Ball and take the piss out of the Oscar
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statuette. It was like going to church and sneering at the
cross. The Oscar was the most coveted glittering prize of
them all, potent symbol of the greatest entertainment
industry on earth. Cynicism was not only bad form, but
utterly deceitful. Everybody knew that, balls or no balls,
the Oscar was the ultimate goal and Bruce had wanted
it like life itself. To grab it and then try to be smart after
the event was appalling behavior. Bruce knew this too,
but he didn’t care. Having failed to speak his mind in his
speech, he was making up for lost time.

‘Look, if a picture’s good it does not require the
approbation of a twelve-inch eunuch to legitimize it!’

It was the memory of the faces in the mirror pointing
their accusing fingers at him. It was the dreadful, deluded
MAD mothers with their sad stories of loved ones lost. It
was Oliver and Dale and that smug little professor.

All of them lingered in the back of his mind, niggling
away, trying to call him to account, to spoil his fun.
Apparently it wasn’t enough to make cool, slick, exciting
movies that people got off on. No, he was also expected
to try and second-guess some unknowable repercussions
that his work might or might not have.

Absurd. Puerile.

Yet he’d had his chance to speak out and had said
nothing. Worse, he’d made out that everything was fine.
He felt such a hypocrite himself that he saw hypocrisy
in everybody else. He couldn’t bring himself to believe
that any of the gushing praise people kept heaping upon
him was sincere. Why should they be telling the truth?
He hadn’t. He’d cravenly failed to use the platform that
the Oscars had given him to take on the censorship
debate. To nail, publicly, all the dangerous, reactionary
talk of copycat killings, protecting kids from themselves
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and whatever happened to Andy Hardy. He’d had the
chance to take that famed twelve-inch golden statuette
and shove it right up the collective ass of Professor
Chambers, the Senate Committee on Taste and Decency,
the Concerned Mothers of American Dimwits and every
other God-bothering, mealy-mouthed, Moral Majority
moron in the USA. He’d had the chance, but he’d
blown it.

‘Legs of fire’, for Christ’s sake!

‘Give me another Jack Daniels.’

‘Give me another Jack Daniels.’

The terrified shopkeeper reached down a second bottle
of whiskey and added it to the box of booze and
provisions that stood on the counter. The scrawny girl
watched proudly as the pathetic man leapt to do exactly
what her boyfriend ordered. Her boyfriend had such
natural authority and command. She loved that about
him. She felt that, even without the Uzi machine-pistol
with which he was threatening the storekeeper, his
commands would still have been obeyed.

They were in the process of robbing the store of a
small country trailer park, which they had stumbled
across after leaving the main highway.

‘There’ll be road-blocks,” he’d said, swinging the big,
saggy old car on to a gravel road, ‘and we ain’t gettin’
caught till we're good and ready.’

‘Ready to be saved?’ she’d asked eagerly.

‘That’s right, baby, ready to be saved.’

She slid across the big bench seat and put her head on
his shoulder. The vast redwoods slid past the windows,
and for a while she indulged in the fantasy of staying in
the forest forever. The trees looked so thick and friendly
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in the Chevy’s lights that she thought maybe they could
build a secret cabin among them and live off berries and
venison.

It was a delicious thought, and as she peered out
through the wet windshield and deep into the dark
shadows she could almost see the two of them, standing
in the doorway of their little fairy-tale home, he with
an axe in his hand, she with a tray of fresh-baked fruit
scones. All alone in the world.

When the trailer park swung into view it seemed to
her that perhaps they had chanced upon a halfway point
between fantasy and reality.

‘Let’s rent a trailer, baby,” she’d pleaded. ‘We could
stay a few days. I'll bet they haven’t even heard of us
out here.’

For a moment the trees and the night and the smell of
the rain had tricked her into imagining that she lived in
some other age, one when people still hid out in woods,
when you could still run and hide. When a person could
still start again.

‘Honey, we ain’t more’'n fifteen miles from the Inter-
state. You think they don’t have TV and a phone?’ her
boyfriend said. ‘Besides, everybody in the whole United
States has heard of us.’

‘Well, couldn’t we just stay one night? Y'’know, like
a holiday?’

‘Tonight ain’t jus’ any ol’ night, hon. Tonight is the
night. Shit or bust. We'll just pick up some stuff and
move on.’

So they had pulled in off the gravel road and forced
the old storekeeper to open up his shop. They should
have been out again in a couple of minutes. It should
have been the simplest thing in the world. After all,
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they had turned over country stores a hundred times
before.

But this time the robbery was going wrong. This time
there was a problem.

The storekeeper had no Twinkies.

No Twinkies? Every store had Twinkies.

‘I want some Twinkies’ the girl said, and she actually
stamped her foot. ‘You said I'd get some.’

‘I know, I know, baby, but I can’t just make ‘em up
outa dog food, can I?’

The sound of television commercials could be heard
from the back room. The storekeeper had been watching
TV when the robbery began.

‘You're a modern girl. You know what you want and
you want it now!”

‘Don’t take no for an answer.’

‘Why wait, when you can have it all today?’

They could have been ads for anything. Even Twinkies.

‘You get everything you want!” the girl shouted.
‘Whiskey and pretzels and cigarettes and I don’t even
get no Twinkies!’

‘I know that, honey, but what can I do? I'm sorry.’

‘Don’t shoot me, please.’ The storekeeper could scarcely
speak for fear.

‘For me, freedom is about doing what I like to do
when I like to do it’ said the TV in the back room.

‘What d’you say?’ the young man asked the store-
keeper.

‘I...1 said please don’t shoot me ... I just ran out
yesterday. We’re a small business. We can’t carry no
huge stock.’

‘You think I'd shoot a guy for not having Twinkies?’
‘I ... I have Pop Tarts.’
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Chapter Eleven

here was a crowd of people round Bruce now,
Tsensing scandal. Some kind of critic guy was in
his face, a big noise, art editor on the LA Times, or
maybe gardening editor, something he was pretty proud
of anyway. Great Caesar’s tits, the man was a pompous
little pecker.

‘Imust say,” the pecker said, ‘I found Ordinary Americans
a wonderfully seductive piece of film entertainment.’

‘Film entertainment’. What a phrase! Not ‘work of
art’, not ‘cultural benchmark’, not ‘celluloid reflection
of the spirit of the age’, but ‘film entertainment’. As if
Bruce made daytime soap or something.

Bruce did not consider himself conceited about his
work. He was the first to admit that it was popcorn -
but only if other popular and corny works like Romeo
and Juliet and Beethoven’s Fifth were popcorn too.

‘And I will go to the wall,’ the pecker continued,
as Bruce’s eyes glazed over, ‘to defend your right to
kill as many people as you like in your movies. The
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only question I ask is - that age-old bugbear - is it
art?’

‘Is it art?’ said Bruce. ‘Well, let me see now. That’s a
tricky one. Is shooting a whole bunch of people in a
movie art? I think the best way I can answer that is to
ask you not to be such a complete fucking jerk.” Not
brilliant, perhaps, but it got the pecker to go away.

It brought Bruce no relief, though. One jerk was
replaced by another. At least this time it was a lovely
young actress. Lovely to look at, that is, not to listen to.
She was a whiner, a spoiled brat. Her conversation had
a banal self-assertiveness which was the result of rarely
being contradicted, on account of the fact that she rarely
spoke to anyone who wasn’t trying to sleep with her.
Bruce did not want to sleep with her and so listened to
the young woman’s conversation with a less indulgent
ear than she was used to.

‘No, actually, as a matter of fact I don’t think I
was emotionally abused as a child,” he said through
gritted teeth. ‘Well, I think I would know ... Really?
Is that so?’

According to the young woman, it was not necessarily
the case at all that a person would be aware of having
been emotionally abused. She herself had been blissfully
ignorant of the appalling truth until it was uncovered
via hypnotherapy.

‘And what did he say to that?’

It was the following morning and the girl (whose
name was Dove) was recounting the story of her party
encounter with Bruce to Oliver and Dale on Coffee Time
USA, the events of Oscars night having by that time
turned anyone who had been with Bruce during the
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previous twenty-four hours into an important character
witness and a sought-after celebrity. All across the air
waves, hat-check girls and drinks waiters were offering
their opinion on Bruce’s state of mind during the five
or six seconds they had spent with him ‘one on one’.

‘He said that I must be very relieved,” Dove replied,
looking beautifully earnest and careworn.

‘Hang on, let me get this straight here,” said Oliver,
putting on his glasses. Oliver’s glasses did not actually
have any lenses, because if they had they would have
reflected his Teleprompter. Nevertheless he always kept
them close by and put them on whenever he felt it
necessary to make it clear that he was feeling deeply
sympathetic and extremely concerned.

‘Bruce Delamitri said you must be relieved to have
uncovered hidden memories of emotional abuse?’

‘Yes, he did.’

‘How d’ya like that guy!’

‘He said that it meant I was off the hook. That I could
do what I liked — take drugs, sleep around, steal stuff,
be a total loser — and none of it would be my fault
because some hypnotherapist had granted me victim
status. Can you believe somebody would say that? I
cried all night.’

Dove twisted a handkerchief between her dainty
fingers in anguish at this painful memory.

‘Camera Four.” Deep within the control suite the
editor issued his instructions. ‘Extreme close-up on
Dove’s hands.’

Dale saw the shot cut up on her monitor and put her
hand on top of Dove’s.

‘You're saying that Delamitri didn’t believe your very
real heartache was anything more than a ploy?”
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‘That’s right. He asked me how much I'd paid my
hypnotherapist and when I told him three thousand
dollars he said it was peanuts.’

‘Peanuts? Three thousand dollars?’ said Oliver, who
earned eight million a year. ‘Well, I guess those Holly-
wood types never pretended to live down here in the
real world with us ordinary folk, did they?’

‘He said that a hundred thousand dollars would have
been cheap. He said what price could you put on getting
an excuse to screw up your life.’

‘These guys just don’t think the rules of common
decency and good manners count for them, do they?’

‘I guess not.’

‘So what did you say?’

‘T told him I had uncovered a deep and painful
wound.’

‘Way to go, Dove. Feisty stuff,” said Oliver. ‘We'll be
hearing more about Dove’s deep and painful wound and
millionaire Delamitri’s cold indifference to her suffering
after these messages.’

‘Excess gas causes extreme discomfort,” said the sweet
old lady standing in the park with her dogs.

‘Thave uncovered a deep and painful wound,” Dove said,
attempting to fight her corner but making a pouty, sulky
hash of it. She felt exposed and out of her depth. She
did not really know how to handle men when they
were not trying to sleep with her. Bruce just laughed.
People were listening now but he didn’t care. Having
personally spouted bullshit to a billion people earlier in
the evening, he was not going to put up with it from
anyone else.

‘Oh, I see,” he said. ‘A deep and painful wound, but
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not quite deep and painful enough for you to notice
until you paid some guy thousands of dollars to point
it out.’

‘He didn’t say that!” Dale said as Dove relived her terrible
experience on the following morning.

‘He' did say it,” Dove protested. ‘Everybody heard.’

‘Let me get this straight here.” Oliver adjusted his
glasses and peered at the imaginary notes he’d been
making. ‘He utterly denied the validity of the terrible
emotional abuse you’d suffered? He accused you of
making it up?’

‘Yes, he did, Oliver.’

‘Is that legal? I'm not sure that’s even legal.” Oliver
glanced about a bit. He liked to give the impression that
behind the camera was a crack team of lawyers and
researchers who would leap into action at the merest
nod from the great man. In fact, behind the camera
were a woman holding a powder brush and a woman
holding a plastic cup full of water.

‘So what did you do?’ asked Dale. ‘What did you
say?’

‘I said, “Mr Delamitri, just because you have made a
lot of money exploiting the pain and suffering of others,
that does not give you the right to exploit mine.”’

‘Way to go, girlfriend,” said Dale.

‘Right on, sister,” said Oliver. ‘We’ll be back after
this.”

‘As a woman you have a right to firm, uplifted breasts,
no matter what your age.’

Dove lied on Coffee Time. In reality she had not been so
courageous. Actually she had just stood there, tears of
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confusion forming in her eyes, wondering why this man
was being so mean.

‘Anyway, what’s a little pain?” Bruce said. ‘I mean,
what would you be without that pain?’

‘Excuse me?’ Dove sniffed.

‘Tl tell you. You’'d be the same pointless and self-
indulgent idiot that God made you, but you wouldn’t
have anyone to blame it on.’

Dove was fighting back the tears now. What had gone
wrong? People were supposed to cluck sympathetically
when you told them about your emotional abuse, not
emotionally abuse you.

‘Take it easy, Bruce. You’'ve had a couple.” An old
friend of Bruce’s tried to lead him away, having decided
that both Bruce and the company that distributed his
movies might regret this behavior in the morning.

‘And I shall tell you why I've had a couple,” Bruce
answered triumphantly. ‘Because I have an addictive
personality, that’'s why. You know how I know? A
court told me so. Oh yes it did, when I got busted for
drink-driving. That was my plea. That’s what I said. Not
“I'm sorry your honor, I'm an irresponsible shit” but
“I can’t help it. I have an addictive personality”. I drank
the booze, I drove the car but it wasn’t my fault! 1 had
a problem you see and it saved me a prison term ...
Hey, Michael!’

A huge movie star was passing. He turned at Bruce’s
call, delighted to be hailed by someone of equal cel-
ebrity.

‘Getting any at the moment?’ Bruce inquired.

It was a cheap shot and it touched a nerve. The star had
recently been exposed in the press as a serial adulterer.
He turned away without further acknowledging Bruce.
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‘Addicted to sex,” Bruce explained to Dove. ‘Did you
read that? He said it to Vanity Fair after being caught in
bed with various ladies to whom he was not married. He
said he was addicted to sex. Not just a gutless, cheating
little fuck-rat, you notice. No. A sex addict. He had a
problem, so it was not his fault.

A little crowd had gathered by now, which was a
considerable relief to Dove. She was extremely pleased
no longer to be the sole target of Bruce’s anger.

‘Nothing is anybody’s fault. We don’t do wrong, we
have problems. We’re victims, alcoholics, sexaholics. Do
you know you can be a shopaholic? That’s right. People
aren’t greedy any more, oh no. They're shopaholics,
victims of commercialism. Victims! People don’t fail
any more. They experience negative success. We are
building a culture of gutless, spineless, self-righteous,
whining cry-babies who have an excuse for everything
and take responsibility for nothing . . ./

‘He mentioned shopaholics?’ Oliver asked on the fol-
lowing morning. ‘Do you think that possibly, in some
weird, uncanny, unconscious way, he was connecting
there with the Mall Murderers? After all, what are malls
full of? Shops, right?”

‘Right,” said Dove, but slightly hesitantly.

‘And what are shops full of? Shopaholics!’

‘And murderers,” Dale added helpfully.

‘Exactly,’” said Oliver. ‘Maybe, in some weird, uncanny,
unconscious way, Bruce Delamitri knew what was coming.”

‘I am threatened by your attitude,” said Dove.
She could not have said a worse thing.
‘Threatened? My God! So what? Who cares? I'm
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crying here. We all feel threatened, babe. You should be
threatened with a baseball bat sometime and get things
into perspective. There was a time when if someone said
something you didn’t like you told them to shove it. Now
you go to court and say you’'ve been conversationally
harassed.’

‘Bruce, please.” His friend was still trying to calm him
down, but Bruce wasn't talking to him, or to Dove. He
was talking to Professor Chambers and Dale and Oliver
and the MAD mothers and the two mad psychos who
were out there somewhere, stealing his plots.

‘Victims! Everyone is a fucking victim these days, and
we’ve all got our victim-support groups. Blacks, whites,
old, young, men, women, gays, straights. Everybody
looking for an excuse to fail. Well, it’ll kill us all, that’s
what it'll do. A society which defines its component
groups by their weaknesses is going to die. We are
losing more kids a year to violence than we did in the
Vietnam war. But do we blame the violent people? No,
we blame my fucking movies!’

‘Go home, Bruce,” said his friend.

People were already drifting away. Dove had turned
on her heel in disgust. His friend was right. It was Bruce’s
night but he’d spoiled it. He was bored and boring. He
decided he should go.

Then he saw Brooke.

Through the glittering hordes, way, way out across the
bosom shelf he saw her: Brooke Daniels. Coincidence or
what? Synchronisity surely. Everybody has some special
fantasy figure, a particular pop singer or actor that comes
number one in the ‘if you could have anyone for a night
who would you have?’ party game. Up until a couple
of days before Bruce would probably have answered
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Michelle Pfiefer in her Catwoman costume. Then he
had happened to be glancing through a copy of Playboy
Magazine at his agents office. Brooke had leapt instantly
to the top of Bruce’s league. And now here she was, in
the flesh, looking even better without the creases and
the staples.

‘Excuse me,” he said to anybody who cared to hear it,
and plunged into the crowd, pushing his way through to
where the woman of some of his more recent dreams
was talking to a small man in a hired tuxedo.

‘Hi, pardon me for butting in but I won “Best Picture”,
so I can do what the hell I like.” All Bruce’s angry
petulance disappeared instantly and was replaced by
his more familiar charm.

‘Not at all, Mr Delamitri, and congratulations. I'm Brooke
Daniels.” Brooke smiled, pulling back her shoulders the
tiniest fraction in order to add further lift to her magnifi-
cent figure.

‘I know who you are. I saw the Playboy spread — it
was wonderful.’

‘Thank you. I don’t seem to be able to get away from
that. I do acting too, you know.’

The little fellow in the borrowed tux shifted from one
leg to the other, which was not a long journey.

Brooke remembered her manners. ‘This is ... I'm
afraid I didn’t catch your name.’

‘Kevin.’

‘Oh yes, of course, Kevin. This is Kevin. He’s from
Wales, in England. This is Bruce Delamitri, Kevin.’

‘Iknow,’ said Kevin. ‘I saw Ordinary Americans. Bloody
hell, I'm glad I didn’t take my gran.’

There didn’t seem to be an obvious answer to this,
so Bruce didn’t offer one. Brooke hastened to fill the
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silence that followed, feeling for some reason that the
responsibilities of playing hostess lay with her.

‘Kevin’s a winner too, Bruce. “Best Foreign Animated
Short”. It’s about a boy called Midget—"

‘Widget,” Kevin corrected her.

‘Yes, that’s right,” said Brooke. ‘And he has a pair of
magic Y-fronts. What are Y-fronts, Kevin?’

‘Underpants. They're called Y-fronts because they have
an inverted Y on the front, which provides an orifice
through which a bloke can poke his old fella.” Kevin
hoped she’d find his British bluntness charming.

‘Oh, 1 see.” It didn’t look as if she did.

Bruce decided it was time to get rid of the Welshman.
‘Wait a minute, you mean you ‘re Kevin?’ he said, light
apparently suddenly dawning. ‘The guy that makes the
animated shorts? Jesus, are you a lucky guy! Sharon
Stone is looking for you ... Yes, that’s right, she wants
to talk about your Widget . .. No I'm not kidding ... I
don’t know, maybe she likes Welsh guys, but she told
me that when she saw your movie it made her nipples
hard . .. That is what she said, word for word: it made
her nipples hard . .. You’d better go talk to her.’

In a pub back home Kevin might have spotted that
he was the victim of a less than elaborate hoax, but at
the Governor’s party? Talking to Bruce Delamitri? He
had just won an Oscar, after all, so surely anything
was possible, even the notion that the work of the
Welsh Cartoon Collective (in association with the Arts
Council of Great Britain, Channel Four Wales and some
high street bank’s Youth Initiative) could make Sharon
Stone’s nipples go hard. He thanked Bruce for the tip
and scurried off.

‘That was a little cruel, wasn'’t it?” Brooke inquired.
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‘No way. How many guys get to spend five minutes
of their life believing Sharon Stone is interested in
them?’

Bruce felt much better already. ‘Great dress,” he
volunteered, and of course what he meant was great
body, the dress, such as it was, being merely what might
be called garnish, or figure-dressing.

‘Thanks. Bold, I'll admit, but it’s tough to make an
impact these days. Did you see the Baywatch Babes make
an entrance? It was like silicone valley in earthquake
season. It’s getting so that the only women who get
noticed are the tattooed lesbians from New Zealand.’

A little later they danced. It caused quite a stir, Bruce
being nearly at the end of a very public divorce.

‘Can I say something embarrassing?’ Brooke asked.

‘Sure.” Bruce hoped desperately she wasn’t going
to comment on the fact that he had been pushing
his erection against her stomach for the past five
minutes.

‘I didn’t see your picture. The one you got the Oscar
for, Ordinary Americans.’

For some reason Bruce was pleased. ‘That’s OK, I don't
insist. It’s probably just as well, anyway. Maybe you’d
have gone out and shot up a shopping mall.’

For a moment the bitter memory of his speech
intruded on Bruce’s burgeoning seduction. He forced
such unhappy thoughts from his mind and concentrated
on the extraordinary body he held in his arms.

For her own part, Brooke seemed to feel that some
apology was called for. ‘I can’t imagine how I didn’t get
to see it.’

‘Well, I guess you just never visited a movie theatre
when it was playing . . .’
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They danced for a moment in silence. Bruce had a
thought. It was so long since he’d asked a girl to leave
a party with him he’d been wondering how to broach
the subject. Now Brooke had offered him the perfect
opening.

‘Maybe you’d like to see it now?’

‘Now?’

‘Sure. I have a print at the studio. We could grab some
beers and dumb bits of cracker with blobs of caviar on
them and go watch it on my editing machine.’

‘My God, I've had guys ask me to the movies before,
but this is the first time the guy with the Oscar offered
me a private view. Quite a date.’

‘So you'll come?’

‘No, I have netball practice. Of course I'll come, for
Christ’s sake.”

‘Great. I think you’ll like the picture. One word
of warning though: it does contain scenes of graphic
violence.’
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They embrace. A customer, a fat man lying face-down on the floor,
still holding a half-eaten hamburger near his mouth, steals a glance
at Wayne and Scout. Wayne is chewing on Scout's ear. Close-up on
Wayne's face as he turns away from Scout's head to notice that the
fat man is looking at him.

WAYNE
You like to watch, fat boy?

The terrified man says nothing. His answer is to bury his face in the
floor as hard as he can and wrap his arms around his head. Wayne's
POV is now just the top of the man's balding head with his pudgy
hand pressed against it, holding the half-chewed burger. There is a
loud bang and a hole appears in the top of the bald head. Blood runs
out as if from a tap, not a spurt but a silent, almost gentle, welling-up,
a small flood, so to speak, which quickly forms a large pool, soaking
into the hamburger and tuming it completely red.

Cut back to Wayne, who is ignoning his victim completely, and is
grinding his hips against Scout.

WAYNE
Oh Sweet Jesus! Killing makes me horny! I'm going
to screw you till your teeth rattle, baby.

Wayne's strong hands clutch at Scout's buttocks. It is almost as if his
fingers will push through the flimsy cotton.

Cut to close-up of the dead fat man's hand gripping the blood-soaked
burger. (NOTE: The impression should be that the burger and Scout’s
backside are just two different pieces of meat to be devoured
by men.)

Cut back to full-length two shot of Wayne and Scout entwined in
lust. Rock music is pumping in their heads and they seem almost
to be dancing to it. If they are, it is a primitive, sexual dance, the
dance of two wild animals caught between the two great life forces,
survival and sex.
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WAYNE
C'mon, sugar.

Wayne pulls Scout's dress up round her waist, revealing her panties,
which are decorated with little hearts or cute cartoon characters.
Despite her obvious sexual passion, Scout remains coy and childlike.

SCOUT
We are in a store, Wayne, a public place! We cain't
do no lovin' right here now. There are people. They
might see.

WAYNE
No probiem, baby doll.

Wayne releases Scout and tums his machine-gun on the prostrate
forms. They jolt like puppets as the bullets thud into them. Screams
fill the air.

We cut to a series of close-ups.

A mother hugging a child hugging a doll, all suddenly riddled
with bullets.

A businessman weeping as he dies.

A poster featuring a happy family shopping and saying, ‘If you have a
problem please ask our staff if they can help.’

A very wide shot of the whole store, a scene of bloody camage with
Wayne in the middle of it all, tiumphantly spraying bullets. The muscles
and veins on his brawny arms are taut with the tension of controlling
the spitting machine-gun.

Close-up of Scout. She is staring at Wayne, transfixed with adoration.
The shooting finally subsides.

WAYNE
Ain't no people now, cotton candy, leastways not
any going to get offended none.
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Chapter Thirteen

INTERIOR. NIGHT. THE LIVING AREA OF A RICH CALIFORNIAN
HOME.

A beautiful but rather impersonal interior of vast white couches, glass
and steel tables and shelves. Clearly whoever lives here had the place
designed for them. Wayne and Scout stand in the middle of the room.
Their cheap, dirty, blood-stained clothes are in stark contrast to the
cold pastel colors that surround them. They are hot and high with
excitement. They have recently broken in and Scout is staring in
wonder at this opulence. They both carry machine-guns and have
more weapons hanging from them.

Cut from the wide to a mid two shot as Wayne kisses Scout tenderly
on the forehead.

WAYNE
(Sudden exuberant shout)
Ain't nothing like killing, Scout. | done it all in my
time, stock cars, broncos, gambling, stealing and |
am here to tell you that there ain't nothing to touch
the thrill of killing.
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Close-up on Scout. Her eyes are closed; she is drinking in the
atmosphere.

SCOUT
Don't shout, Wayne. | was just enjoying the peace.
Isn't it a beautiful home? Don't you just love the silk
cushions and glass coffee tables and all?

Scout kicks off her shoes and walks about.

Close-up of her feet luxuriating in the thick carpet and rugs.

Pan up her legs. Her hands are against her thighs, playing nervously
with her dress. She absently pulls the skirt up a little. We see bruising
on her thigh.

Two shot. Wayne and Scout.

WAYNE
You know why they have those glass coffee tables,
precious? You want to know why they have them!?

SCOUT
So's they can put their coffee down, Wayne.

WAYNE
No it ain't, baby. It's so they can get undemeath and
watch each other take a dump.

Close-up on Scout, her jaw dropping in astonishment.

WAYNE
Yes it is, honey. | read that. It sure is.

Wide shot of room. Wayne has thrown himself on to a vast couch,
his big booted feet up on the table under discussion. His comments
have completely deflated Scout. She is very volatile; tears show in
her eyes.
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SCOUT
That is not so, Wayne! It is just not so and | do
not want to hear about it. Just when everything is
nice, you have to start on about people going to
the bathroom on their coffee tables.

WAYNE
That's the real world, honey. lt's weird. People are
weird — they ain't all nice like you and me. Aw c'mon,
sugar, don't feel bad. | feel good. Do you feel good,
baby doll?

Scout's moods change with alarming speed.

SCoOUT
Yeah, | feel good, Wayne.

WAYNE
| always feel good after | kill a whole bunch of muthas.
It's like a pick me up, you know. They should make a
commercial ... like for Alka Seltzer.

Close-up on Wayne.

WAYNE
Feeling low? Dull? Shitty? Don't waste a minute. Bum
some muthafucka's ass. You'll feel great.

Pull out to two shot. Wayne is laughing at his fantasy.

WAYNE
You know what Dr Kissinger said, baby?

SCouT
You didn't tell me you'd seen no doctor, honey.
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Scout flops down beside Wayne on the couch. Her dress rides up;
again we see the bruising, this time from Wayne's POV. He can not
avoid seeing it. Embarrassed, Scout quickly pulls her skirt over it.

WAYNE
He wasn't no real doctor, he was the Secretary of
State. A powerful man, killed a whole lot more
people than we ever will, not matter how hard
we try. Well, you know what he said? He said
that power was an aphrodisiac, which means it gets
you homny.

SCOUT
| know what an aphrodisiac is, honey.

WAYNE
Well, you ain't never gonna get more power over
a person than when you kill them, so | guess killing
is an aphrodisiac too.

SCOUT
| guess so, honey.

A joke occurs to Wayne. He sits up in excitement, which means he has
to move the gun on his lap. Moving it makes a harsh metallic sound.

WAYNE
And get this, baby doll ... if you kill a black guy, it's
an Afro-American-disiac!

Wayne falls back, laughing, into the thick cushions. He makes himself
more comfortable on the couch.
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SCOouUT
I don't know what you're talking about, honey, but
you keep your dirty boots off that couch and be
careful of all that blood on your pants. This is a nice
house and ['ll bet the people who own it are real
nice people and we don't want to get no blood on
their couch.

WAYNE
The blood is dry, pussycat. Blood dries real quick
on account of it congeals. You know what, honey?
If your blood didn't congeal you could die from just
one little pinprick.

SCOUT
| know that, Wayne.

WAYNE
And you would be what is known as a homophobic.

SCouT
Honey, a homophobic is a person who does not
approve of camal knowledge between a man and
a person of the same sex. | believe you're thinking
of a haemophiliac.

Sharp zoom in to close-up on Wayne. His change of expression is
as fast as the camera movement. His face has tumed from happy to
sullen and sinister. Scout knows the signs.

Close-up on Scout, she attempts a casual smile.

Close-up on her hand, which is shaking.

Two shot.

WAYNE
(With ill-concealed menace)
Is that so?
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SCOUT
(A pitiable attempt to be casual)
Yes, honey, it is.

WAYNE
Is that so?

SCOUT
(Shaking now)
| believe it is, honey.

In a sudden lunge Wayne grabs Scout by the neck with one hand and,
dropping the gun, pulis back his other hand, clenched into a fist and
ready to strike.

WAYNE
And what d'you call a woman whose mouth is too
damn smart, huh? A woman with a busted fucking
lip, that's what.

Wayne pushes Scout off the couch and on to the floor. She
screams.

SCOUT
No! Please, Wayne, don't!

Wayne drops off the couch on to Scout, straddling her on his knees.
Again he grabs her neck, ready to strike. Close-up on his fingers digging
into her neck.

Pan up from Wayne's fingers on Scout's neck to close-up on her face,
mouth gasping for air, eyes making a terrified mute appeal.

Scout's POV of Wayne's face directly above her, staring down, face
contorted with fury.
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WAYNE
You think 'm dumb, sugar? Is that it? Maybe we'd
better see if your blood congeals!

Scout screams in terror.
Two shot. Wayne sits across Scout. It seems that he will beat her.
Instead he kisses her passionately. After a moment Scout retumns the
kiss and embraces him.

SCOUT
Oh honey, you scared me.

WAYNE
| know that, cotton candy. | love to scare you,
because you're just like a little bird when you're
scared.

Now it becomes sexual. Wayne stretches out on top of Scout and
begins to kiss his way down her body.

WAYNE
(Through his kisses)
You like to live in a house like this, cotton candy?

SCOUT
Oh yeah, sure. Like I'm ever going to get the
chance.

WAYNE

We're living in it now, ain't we honey? ['ll bet they've
got a real big old bed up them stairs. Stairway
to heaven.

Wayne is beginning to undo Scout's dress.
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WAYNE
How about it, cherry pie? How about we go upstairs
and make some noise?

Scout pulls herself away and sits up.

SCOUT
I ain't doing no stuff in no stranger's bed, Wayne ...
Could be we'd catch Aids or something.

WAYNE
You can't catch Aids offa no sheets.

SCOUT
If they're dirty sheets, if they're stained.

WAYNE

Honey plum, these people are millionaires, billion-
aires even. They ain't going to have no stained sheets.
Besides which, even if they did you couldn't catch no
Aids offa them ‘less you put them in the liquidizer
and injected them directly into your body! Now
| bet these people have satin and silk, and | do
not often get the chance to fuck my little girl on
satin and silk.

SCOUT
We do not ...
(She spells it out)

... FU-CK we make love, and | don't care if
you're coming at me from behind in the restroom
of a greasy spoon, it's still making love and if it ain't
making love we ain't doing it no more because | do
not fuck.

Wayne nuzzles up to Scout. Close two shot.
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WAYNE
You're right, honey, | stand corrected. And right now
I'm just about bustin’ to make love your brains out.
So come on, honey.

Wayne draws Scout to him. Her resistance is weakening. His lips are
now at her ear. Close two shot.

WAYNE
Let's have us a party. I'll bet they've got a water
bed and a mirror on the ceiling and everything ...
You know something, baby girl? When | get a hold
of your ass, | guess | wouldn't let go of it to pick up
a hundred-dollar bill and a case of cold beer.

SCOUT
Oh Wayne, you know | can't resist your sweet-
talking.

WAYNE

WEell, you don't have to, honey.
Wide shot. Wayne gets up and slings the various weapons over his

shoulder. Then he gathers Scout up in his arms. We linger briefly on the
tension in his impressive muscles. He carries her out of the room.
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Chapter Fourteen

he first thing that struck Brooke as Bruce ushered her
T into the lounge of his fabulous Hollywood home was
how designed it looked. It was beautiful but completely
impersonal with its vast white couches, glass and steel
tables and shelves sparsely decorated with extremely
costly objets d’art. Like an enormous and incredibly
expensive hotel. Brooke loved it.

The truth was that in the previous three or four years
Bruce’s workload had been so high and his ascendance
so meteoric that he had had no time at all to arrange
his personal life. He still owned his old apartment off
Melrose Avenue, and in it were all his old framed movie
posters and stuff like his Star Wars space gun. But it was
just gathering dust. Perhaps one day he would move it all
and re-personalize his world, but for the time being he
was happy simply to decide upon a price and purchase a
lifestyle appropriate to his rising status. Farrah, his nearly
ex-wife, who had previously provided Bruce with the
semblance of a private life, had long since tired of being
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married to a workaholic movie nut. She had retreated
from his world, taking most of their stuff (which was
hers anyway) and their daughter with him.

Bruce had never been very interested in personal
lifestyle. Even as a student he had been famous for
owning only one pair of jeans and one saucepan. He
had always put all his huge creative energies into his
work. There was none to spare for picking out cushion
covers or visiting kitchenware shops. All Bruce required
from a home was somewhere to wash and sleep. Of
course, the more luxurious it was the better, and with his
current abode he had pretty much reached the pinnacle
of luxury. As far as he was concerned, he would be
happy to stay exactly where he was forever.

He was not going to get the chance.

The first thing he should have noticed as he followed
Brooke into the room was a pair of pink Doc Martens
boots lying on the carpet, boots that had not been
there when he had left the house that morning. He
should have spotted them instantly; there should have
been a fast zoom to a close-up on the boots, and a
sinister musical sting to inform him that things were
terribly and dangerously amiss. But there was no sting
and no close-up. Bruce scarcely registered the boots
and remained oblivious of the fact that their presence
indicated he was in very big trouble.

In the brief moment of thought he gave them, he
imagined that they must be the property of his fourteen-
year-old daughter, left under a couch on some past visit
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