
 

 

Earlier this year (2001) David Shaw of the Los Angeles Times 
wrote four articles about the entertainment industry, pointing 
out that, from the top of the A-list down to wannabes fresh off 
the bus, most people in the industry are habitual liars.  As it 
happens, when John Tracer was last in the Los Angeles area in 
1996, he interviewed a homeless, alcoholic ex-screenwriter 
named Blaze Smith.  If Mr. Smith was not an habitual liar, he 
certainly had his own version of the truth. I think it's timely, 
then, to quote from Tracer's interview as recorded in 
Neighborhood Watch, the sequel of Tracer, Inc., a mystsery 
series published by Scribner that chickened out when it came 
time for a third book. 

_____________________ 

...Smith didn't fill the Limpopo with too much body odor, and having 
gotten used to the pungency in the car, Tracer didn't think it was all 
that bad--a combination of lawn clippings and wet towels wadded up 
for a week.  Smith's hair was the blond kind that didn't show much 
gray.  It was scraggly at the back, but the rest showed the efforts of 
grooming, greased down and raked in place.  Pale patches of bristle 
showed on Smth's mottled cheeks, and in the dim light Tracer hoped 
his guest would pass for a laborer knocking off from work and just 
having a few beers before going home for a quick scrub with a Brillo 
pad.  Given the fact that it was still afternoon, there weren't many 
customers to offend.  Smith had ordered Lion Lager "to help 
Mandela's balance of payments," and Tracer found his mug of amber 
beer strong, malty and refreshing. 

 "Yeah, I knew her," said Smith.  "She came to town, hoping to 
get into the business." 

 "For a while there, she wrote with you, right?" 

 Smith was taking a long drink, downing half his mug.  When he 
finished he sighed, "Writing is subject and verb ."  Smith dragged the 
back of his hand across his mouth, wiping away the beer seeping 
from the corners.  "A modifier maybe.  You can be the best with 



those are the worst.  'Dear Mom, I'm a handyman,' versus, 'Call me 
Ishmael.  I'm a writer.  A writer creates characters, conversation, 
mood, atmosphere.  A theme, a plot." 

 Smith took another drink and chewed it around in his mouth, let 
a little out the sides and said: "She didn't like fucking enough to be 
an actress and thought she was a screenwriter." 

 "Did you ever sleep with her, Mr. Smith?" 

 "A screenwriter is a little better than the average hack, but there 
isn't a lot of leeway where you can shine in movies.  Actors think 
they came up with the dialogue.  Directors take credit for the whole 
deal.  Producers bar you from the set.  Like you're nothing, but 
they're all holding the pages you wrote, dancing to your tune." Smith 
sniffed air though his nose and polished off what was left in his 
mug.  "The set.  You're either inside or outside.  There are two kinds 
of lights in movies. Day or night." He looked thoughtfully at the 
streaks of  foam. "Interior, Limpopo Pub, Day.  The private eye is 
questioning an old geezer with the shakes." Smith met Tracer with 
his gaze. "It would probably be best to buy him another beer." 

 Tracer motioned to the bar. 

 "Two more?" asked the barman. 

 "Just one."  Tracer continued his line of questioning.  The 
answers made it more like a zigzag.  "Can you remember what she 
was like when you first met her?" 

 "That would have been, uh...  Wells wanted Heston to do Touch 
of  Evil.  Chuck played a Mexican cop in that." 

 "Charlton Heston?" 

 "He likes to be called Chuck. Chuck and Coop had done...or 
maybe they were about to do The Wreck of the Mary Deare.  Chuck 



hadn't been offered The Ten Commandments yet.  Or maybe it was 
Ride the High Country.  I mean The Big Country.  With Greg Peck." 

 "Do you really know those people?" 

 "You're in the business, you try to keep up."  Blaze Smith 
watched the bartender come up with a full mug of beer.  Smith 
appeared to be fighting the urge to snatch the mug from the 
bartender's hands. 

 "Let's go back to when you were with Epitome, and you--" 

 "Monroe was about to make it."  As the barman set the full mug 
down and picked up the empty, Smith slipped a quick look at Tracer.  
"Gentlemen Prefer Blondes was supposed to Jane Russell's vehicle. 
Marilyn stole it out from under."  Smith grabbed the full mug, held it 
tightly and tipped back a deep swallow. 

 "The way I understand it, Corinth started at Epitome as a 
secretary.  She was living with her brother, is that right?" 

 Sure that his beer supply was safe and that Tracer looked the 
kind of drinker who might leave a swallow or two at the bottom of  
his mug, Smith sighed, "I knew of them.  I was under contract at 
Epitome.  Different side of the tracks but same town.  We thought it 
was the 1930s when John Wayne was a Republic cranking out oaters, 
and all we needed was Howard Hawks to put us in Stagecoach.  Or 
was that Glenn Ford?" 

 "The actor?" 

 "John Ford.  Ford or Hawks.  I can never tell them apart."  As 
opposed to a greedy swallow, Smith took his first sip of beer, a slow, 
loving kiss.  "Yeah, I came here sometime after the war.  She was a 
pretty little thing I ran into, oh, I don't know.  What was her name 
again?" 



 "Corinth Riley.  Did you or she come up with the idea for 
Sheila--?"  

 Smith slammed down his mug.  His left eye looked as big as a 
catcher's mitt.  "You ever go to the Saturday matinee?" 

 "Sure." 

 "You ever hear of Don Winslow of the Navy?" 

 Tracer's mind did a flashback.   You paid a quarter to get into 
the neighborhood theater to watch movies twenty years old.  Salinas' 
first television station started its broadcastday at four o'clock in the 
afternoon and replayed them.  Commando Cody's jumping into the 
air in a dime store cape.  Crash Corrigan, Rex Bennett.  King of the 
Texas Rangers, King of the Secret Service.  Black sedans going off 
cliffs, and kids having to wait until next week, knowing the hero 
wasn't really dead and that the explanation--jumping out at the last 
minute--was going to be pretty hokey.  Out of the montage of 
memories came a naval officer.  The Destroyer 620 threw up 
waterdroplets nearly as big as the model he was commanding into a 
minefield. Ka-boom.  But he jumped out at the last minute, too.  
Commander Don Winslow, USN. 

 "You did that?" Tracer exclaimed with a smile. 

 "Naw.  I did The Adventures of Rick Reddick, Navy Frogman.  
The last serial ever made.  An epic.  Outlined all fifteen episodes.  
Every thrill and chill.  So I didn't need a dame coming up with ideas 
for me." 

 Tracer's mind saw fist fights speeded up, cars chasing each 
other past the same turn over and over, rockets propelled by Fourth 
of July sparklers, giant rubber octopuses trying to strangle hardhat 
divers, but no Captain Reddick.  "I don't recall that one," he said. 



 "Fire," said Smith.  "We had two episodes in the can.  The first 
was in theaters.  Epitome was sure we could fight television with 
Reddick.   Hell, serials worked for half a century, didn't they?  The 
lab had finally agreed to let the second go for distribution because 
they figured there was no other wayto get paid unless the serial got 
seen by John Q."  Smith sucked his beer down to three-quarters 
empty and gave Tracer a look of finality. 

 "Public?" 

 "Ol' Shell figured if the buses and trains ran on time, and if 
there was a lot of Lady Luck driving them, he could get prints of the 
second episode into theaters by Saturday.  The third was being shot 
out in Lancaster for the following week." 

 "The high desert?  How do you do a frogman in--?" 

 "And we were scripting the fourth Frogman installment 
when...poof!  The studio went up in smoke." 

 "Tracer took a long shot.  Do you know who set that?" 

 "The Princess may have done all the typing for Sheila Star, 
Aviatrix, but every minute of it was my idea.  I could have directed 
'em all if  I wanted to, but who wants to be building contractor when 
you're already the architect?" 

 "Who attacked Sheldon Feldman?" 

 "Who didn't when his back was turned?  But I liked him well 
enough.  This Lion Lager's good, too." 

 "I'll buy you another if you tell me why you called Corinth 
Princess." 

 "Ming the Magnificent." 



 "Her brother?" 

 "Marty Farty." 

 "What did he say?" 

 "That she'd cut off my John Thomas and stuff it in my ear if I 
kept sleeping with her." 

 "Did she ever threaten you?" 

 "When I took her cockamamie idea about twins from outer 
space and turned it into Sheila Star, she was pretty upset, but where's 
my beer?" 

 Tracer snapped his fingers at the barman and pointed to Smith, 
who took Tracer's mug and drained it.  Tracer asked as delicately as 
he could, "Did Marty seem...oh, I don't know...a little jealous that 
you were having a relationship with his sister?" 

 "I used him, y'know.  Technical stuff because he worked at one 
of the aircraft plants.  I mean, hey, what's an aviatrix if she doesn't fly 
an airplane?" 

 "Was he or you or anyone else jealous that she married Mr. 
Feldman?" 

 "Why should I be upset?  I'm the one who told him she was a 
good lay.  That's how I got her off my back.  Ol' Shel's like a billy 
goat with two peckers." 

 "Who went after him with acid?" 

 "Oh, we all tried LSD in the sixties." 

 "Was the Epitome fire set for the insurance?" 



 "If a tree falls in the woods, and no one's around, is the Pope 
Catholic?"  Smith slapped his hands together as the barman set a full 
mug in front of him.  "Encore, maestro, encore!" 

 "Who set it?" 

 "Some guy from up north. " Glug, glug, the beer was gone. 

 "Lucas Porfumo?"  Tracer didn't know where that came from, 
but Lucas was the only firebug he knew, and this conversation was 
going nowhere. 

 "Didn't he have a part in The Oregon Trail?  Or was that 
Southern Pacific?" 

 "Did you do it, Blaze?" 

 "Sure kept the Feldmans in the chips." 

 "Did you?" 

 "Whatever money they have to live on is because of that." 

 "Who did it?" 

 Smith dropped his head and cupped his hand to his left eye and 
brought out a sheath of glass.  What looked to be overcooked egg 
white glistened where there used to be iris and cornea.  "I don't 
know.  I was kind of passed out, and just woke up with a Number 
2 Dixon Ticonderoga pencil sticking out of it.  Maybe I did."  Smith 
set the glass eye on the table and shouted to the bar.  "Encore!" 

 "When did you last see Corinth?" asked Tracer desperately. 

 "I didn't go to the funeral." 

 Tracer was the one who felt drunk.  "She's dead?" 



 "Oughta be.  Some typist goes to the Guild, asks for arbitration 
on the screen credit, gets it.  That's criminal.  It's what wrecked my 
career. I should have gotten an Emmy for a Kung Fu I did."  Smith 
turned his bad eye to the bar.  "Encore, my good man!" 

_____________________________ 

 Regular visitors to this site may have noted similarities between Mr. 
Smith and the unnamed narrator of Return Of The Hun, but these are mere 
coincidences.  Hun's narrator was last seen holding a job with Turner 
Broadcasting, a respected subsidiary of the respected AOL Time Warner 
conglomerate, whereas Smith is long past holding anything but a drink.  No 
doubt film buffs cringed that Smith got most of his facts wrong although that is 
what drinkers often do. 

 There is one thing Smith would never do.  Nor would the vast majority 
of his contemporaries, regardless of whether they were bottom feeders or had 
broken through the scummy surface to be kings and queens of the Hollywood 
pond.  They could lie as well as anyone in the business today, be as vain, 
rapacious and controlling.  But they had the grace to sense that their addictions 
and fetishes and crack-brain notions of health and politics were repulsive to 
most Americans.  They shared their fantasies only with psychiatrists and 
prostitutes.  It would never occur to project them on audiences, wrapping them 
up as ground-breaking art or uplifting propogranda designed to change the 
hearts and minds of the public.  The fact that so many hearts and minds have 
been so easily changed in recent years shows how innocent Smith and his 
contemporaries really were. They had the power to corrupt but hardly weilded 
it.  Compared to their counterparts today, Smith and crew were not even self-
righteous.  After a night on the town, if they peed on your mother's grave, they 
never told you it was for the good of the country.. 

 


