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Prayers are always answered. 

Rarely the way we expect.
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One 

 

 

 

 

 Rule number one: A TV sitcom producer must never call their star a fat bitch, 

Lenny told himself. Never. Not even behind her back. Not even if you could take her to 

court and put her monstrous ass on the witness stand where you would prove beyond a 

shadow of a doubt that she possesses every known characteristic of that less than 

complimentary term of endearment. Term of endearment? That’s how Lenny tried to 

explain it to the rotund thespian when she confronted him with indisputable evidence that 

he had, indeed, referred to her as the aforementioned corpulent canine. 

 “I’m from New Jersey,” he explained. “We’re vulgar people. ‘Jerk off,’ ‘stupid 

prick,’ ‘fat bitch’…in Jersey, those are like nicknames.” 

 “How am I supposed to feel when I hear that you’re saying these things about me, 

Lenny?” she asked as she stuffed yet another bite of a Chalupa Grande into her still full 

mouth. 

 “Like I’m a close friend. Like I care enough about you to call you that and you 

know that I mean it in the nicest possible way.” It was the best shot Lenny could take and 

he, amazingly, took it with a straight face. It didn’t work.  

 The next day Lenny was fired. The studio would not have their producers, no 

matter how talented, calling their stars unflattering names – fat or skinny, above the waist 

or below. Even if the studio executives agreed completely with Lenny’s assessment. They 

just couldn’t have it. 

 Lenny reviewed rule number one and his fantasized, brilliant cross-examination 

of the plus-sized actress before the sympathetic imaginary judge and jury for the 

umpteenth time as the hot October afternoon forced him into a narcoleptic doze. Try 

though he might, it was impossible to keep his head from repeatedly bobbing to his chest. 
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His mind was in a nap-numbed haze, his body slouched and twisted in a metal folding 

chair so torturously uncomfortable it was surely designed by the Marquis de Sade. 

 “Leonard Rose,” Marilyn Gruber of the State Unemployment Department called 

out in a late afternoon drone. She read the name off his application for unemployment 

benefits then scanned the room in a seemingly half-hearted attempt to connect it to a face. 

The flat florescent lighting and pea green walls made everyone in the large waiting room, 

including Gruber, look washed out and even more unsuccessful than they already felt. 

“Leonard Rose,” Gruber called out, now with a touch of impatience.  

Fortunately, Lenny’s subconscious heard enough of Marilyn Gruber’s call to 

bring him to. He checked his shirt for any signs of snooze-related drool, got to his feet, 

and walked over to her while trying his best to dust away the mental cobwebs. 

“Leonard Rose?” Gruber asked as he approached her. 

“I think so,” Lenny replied, attempting to evoke a smile from Gruber. If he could 

make her smile, or even better, laugh, she’d be on his side. 

“I’m Ms. Gruber. Follow me, please,” she said without so much as a twitch of her 

lip, let alone a smile. She led Lenny down a row of modular, metal, industrial 

workspaces, each with its own bureaucrat in the midst of an interview with an out-of-

work citizen. 

Lenny followed Gruber into her cubbyhole of an office where she directed him to 

the chair across from her desk. She then gingerly settled into her chair, the one with the 

taxi-driver-style wooden bead back support. Without the mail-order miracle, her day 

would be spent in severe back pain.  

Gruber took a microcassette recorder from her desk drawer. “Do you mind if I 

tape our interview? It helps me when I write up the report of our session.” 

 “Whatever is easiest for you,” Lenny said. What he meant was, whatever will get 

me money the fastest. 

As Gruber silently reviewed his unemployment application, Lenny perused the 

cubicle, taking in Gruber’s attempt to personalize the olive-drab metallic surroundings. 

The partition behind her sported a yellowing Cathy cartoon. It was too far away for 

Lenny to read. It didn’t matter. He never laughed at Cathy anyway. Next to the cartoon 

was a framed Bachelor of Arts degree from Stanford. Lenny wondered what a Stanford 
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grad was doing working in a dump like this. Not that he should talk. At least she had a 

job. Lenny squinted, trying to make out the year that Gruber had graduated. Nineteen 

seventy-something. He had reached the age where he needed either reading glasses or 

computer glasses or seeing glasses or some kind of help to bring the world into focus. 

And even then, things were never quite clear. He guessed that she must have been about 

his age, forty-nine. Her frizzy, shoulder length hair was salt-and-pepper gray. She was 

about thirty pounds overweight for her five-foot-five frame, the weight mercifully, evenly 

distributed between her full bosom and ample butt, keeping her in proportion. Her round, 

open face wasn’t overly wrinkled but she obviously hadn’t had the Hollywood facelift. 

Most of the women Lenny worked with, those who had reached their forties, had 

partaken of at least one facelift, maybe two. Gruber wasn’t a bad-looking woman. She 

just couldn’t afford to keep up with the facial Joneses who drank from Southern 

California’s fountain of eternal youth. Lenny noticed that she still had a sparkle in her 

dark brown eyes and thought, had they met thirty years sooner, she was sort of his type.  

Lenny had the good fortune of looking younger than his actual age through no 

great effort on his part. Yes, he worked out and was fairly careful about his diet, keeping 

his five-foot-ten-inch frame at a reasonably fit one hundred sixty-five pounds.  

In spite of his actual chronology, folks generally guessed Lenny’s age at forty-

two, expecting him to be thrilled with the guess. He hated it. What’s so great about forty-

two? Forty-two? Forty-five? Forty-nine? What’s the difference? Lenny knew that forty-

anything was ancient in Hollywood. Lenny wanted thirty-five – to look it and be it 

forever. The fact that his full head of brown hair had almost no gray and his dark 

Sephardic complexion gave his skin a healthy year-round tanned tone was of little 

consolation. 

Lenny continued looking for clues into Gruber’s personality, hoping to make a 

connection. He noticed the photo of her smiling with two teenaged boys. He thought she 

had a nice smile and immediately checked her left hand for a wedding band. There was 

none. He guessed she was a divorced, middle-aged single mom with a bad back. It 

wouldn’t be easy making this woman laugh. The Dilbert calendar, an atomizer of 

Intimacy perfume, an Altoids tin, and a copy of the latest Joan Collins novel gave no real 

hint to the answer to the biggest question on Lenny’s mind: Was this woman a fan of his 
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work? If she liked any of the shows he had written over the years, he knew his life at 

Unemployment would be easier. It had happened to him many times before – at the dry 

cleaners, at the service department of the BMW dealership, at Wacky Wok, the Chinese 

fast-food place. Once someone found out that Lenny had been head writer and producer 

of such hits as Stayin’ Happy, My Boy Billy, and the critically acclaimed Regency Arms, 

they would bend over backwards to have his shirts pressed the way he liked them, give 

him a loaner car when his was being serviced, or, most important, make sure an extra 

chicken pot sticker or two found its way into his take-out order. 

“There seem to be a few mistakes here, Mr. Rose. The form asks, ‘How much, per 

week, did you make on your last job?’ It’s not asking how much per year. It’s asking per 

week. You put down thirty-five thousand dollars,” Gruber said while showing Lenny his 

error. 

“No, that’s correct. I made thirty-five thousand a week,” Lenny said with fond 

remembrance. Then, seeing the scowl on Gruber’s face and realizing the number might 

have an obscene ring to the average wage earner, he added, “But I only worked nine 

months a year. A television season is nine months long. It’s not like I made that much for 

an entire year.”     

“I see. You made only about a million, three hundred thousand and then you got 

three months off.” Even with Gruber trying to make it sound awful, Lenny couldn’t help 

but smile. He did have the good life. Of course, the emphasis was on “did.”  

“And is this correct? You wrote down that your last job ended in November of 

1998. That’s quite a while ago.” There was a slight whine to her voice. It was late in the 

day and she didn’t want to deal with anything unusual. 

“No, that’s right. I’ve been out of work since 1998,” Lenny confirmed. It had 

been years since he made his infamous star-stinging faux pas, and he was just now 

getting to the unemployment office. He never thought he’d have to collect 

unemployment. He was one of Hollywood’s top writer-producers. Studios were always 

looking for competent show runners, the producers who are responsible for the day-to-

day management of a show. From guiding the conception of the stories to supervising the 

writing of the scripts, approving the sets and costumes, casting the actors, editing the 

taped shows, the show runner is like a head football coach. Others may do the detail 
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work, but the show runner has the ultimate responsibility of making a show the best it can 

be. Lenny Rose was a great show runner. He had assumed he would always be in 

demand, that he would always be making the big bucks. In his worst nightmares, he never 

conjured up a moment as scary as this, sitting across the desk from the likes of Marilyn 

Gruber, in need of the one hundred and ninety-six dollars a week the government would 

provide so that he could put bread on the table. But it wouldn’t be the expensive, 

crunchy, champagne-crusted bread from the little bakery in Brentwood that his family 

simply adored. They had no idea how much that bread or the rest of their extravagant 

lifestyle cost per month to maintain.  

Lenny’s wife – third wife – Monica spent more than a hundred and ninety-six 

dollars a week on fresh fruit. How could she spend less? The family loved those special 

giant strawberries her Santa Monica green grocer got all year-round. Lenny figured the 

guy who picked those berries made more than a hundred-ninety-six dollars a week and he 

didn’t have to send his two kids – stepkids – kids who came with Monica to the most 

expensive private schools in Los Angeles. The excessive cost of school was no surprise. 

Everything about Monica was expensive. Her hair, her nails, her clothes, the facials, the 

personal trainer, whatever it cost for her to look great, Lenny paid without question. Only 

thirty-four-years old, with raven hair and aqua blue eyes, Monica was, by any standard, a 

knockout. She was petit, only five-foot-three, but with a killer body – perfect breasts and 

an ass that Lenny would die for.  Whenever he thought about what that ass was costing 

him, Lenny would simply shake his head and think what can I do?  

The hundred and ninety-six dollars a week would not save Lenny from telling his 

fifteen-year-old stepdaughter, Brittany, that she would no longer be attending the Dixon 

School for the Extremely Gifted. Lenny had to laugh each time he said the name of the 

school out loud. Only in L.A. would parents conclude that there wasn’t enough status in 

having a simply gifted child. As schools for the gifted popped up and filled up all over 

the Los Angeles basin, the real status seekers decided there should be schools for the 

extremely gifted. It didn’t matter that the only gift the majority of these children 

possessed was rich parents. Lenny understood that the difference between gifted and 

extremely gifted came down to a six-figure donation to the building fund of the 

appropriate school. How he wished he could somehow get back the hundred and fifty 
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grand he had given to the Dixon School. That money would at least put a slight dent in 

the enormous mountain of debt that hung over his head. How did he let Monica convince 

him that Brittany was extremely gifted? If being an emotional thorn in her stepfather’s 

side was the same as being gifted, then, indeed her gift was extreme. To Lenny, she 

didn’t seem any more gifted than her twelve-year-old brother, Stephan, who, because of 

Lenny and Monica’s more than generous gift to the Dixon School, was forced to go 

though life labeled as merely gifted, whiling away his school years at Creedmore 

Academy, which only required a building fund donation of twenty-five-thousand dollars. 

Between the gifted child and the extremely gifted child, Lenny was looking at private 

school tuition of forty-five thousand dollars a year. The money from unemployment 

insurance was a joke.  

Besides the tuition payments, there were mortgage payments on the first and 

second mortgage, payments that grew larger each month as Lenny continually drew 

money from the equity they had in their Ocean Park beach home to keep them financially 

afloat. Money to pay for the housekeeper, the gardener, the pool service, Monica’s art 

lessons, Brittany’s piano lessons and math tutor (she was less than extremely gifted in 

advanced algebra for the extremely gifted), Stephan’s private soccer coach and 

psychiatrist (Stephan began bed wetting as an attention-getting device to make up for the 

fact that he was denied extreme giftedness), the maxed-out credit cards, Coco the 

family’s standard poodle’s weekly grooming bill, dock fees for the soon-to-be-

repossessed family boat, life insurance, health insurance, accident insurance, monthly 

money for all his mothers-in-law (guilt prevented him from cutting any of them off; 

besides, he liked them), assorted odds and ends, and one hundred fifty dollars a week for 

Madam Katchka, a psychic who insisted on cash up front even though she continually 

assured Lenny that his financial fortunes would be turning to the better at any moment 

Lenny was looking at a monthly nut of around thirty-seven thousand dollars. 

That’s what he needed per month. Every month. Thirty-seven grand, net. He hadn’t had a 

regular paycheck in years. As he watched Gruber study his application, he wondered if he 

could buy a gun with the hundred and ninety-six dollars and simply blow his brains out. 
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“You wrote down here that you were fired for inappropriate behavior,” Gruber 

said as she took a Jolly Rancher hard candy from a bowl on her desk. As she offered one 

to Lenny she continued, “What exactly did you do?” 

“Does it matter?” Lenny asked as he waved off the candy offer. 

“I can’t help you get a new job unless I really know why you lost your last one,” 

Gruber said as she unwrapped her sour apple treat and popped it in her mouth. 

Lenny had to laugh. “You’re going to get me a job?” 

“That’s part of what we do,” Gruber said, seriously. 

“A studio or a network is going to call Unemployment and ask if you have any 

writer-producers available? Is that what’s going to happen?” Lenny’s humor was based 

on his cynicism and sarcasm. He was leaving the humor out as he made Gruber’s 

suggestion sound simply absurd. 

“Possibly.” Marilyn Gruber was not yet a burned-out, pencil-pushing, civil 

servant. She had been at this job for over twenty years and still sincerely wanted to help 

people when they were in need. She understood Lenny’s skepticism but wouldn’t let it 

dampen her determination. “Now, I need to know what you did.” 

“I said something inappropriate about the star of the show,” Lenny said flatly, 

avoiding her gaze. 

“And they fired you?” Gruber asked in a surprised tone. 

“I called her a fat bitch,” Lenny said, now making direct eye contact simply for 

shock value. 

Gruber tried to keep her professional cool. “You probably shouldn’t call your star 

that.” 

“It’s rule number one,” Lenny replied. Gruber laughed. It was too small a victory 

for Lenny.  

“Well, maybe we won’t have to tell people about that,” she said with a smile. Her 

smile was as nice in person as it was in the photo. She had good teeth. Lenny liked good 

teeth. She smelled good, too. Lenny wasn’t a fan of perfume, but her scent caught his 

attention. 
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“Look, I probably can’t get you a job. You know that. But I can help you do the 

right things to get a job. I can help you with your resume and make sure you’re calling 

the people you need to call.” 

“It doesn’t work that way in show business,” Lenny explained. “I don’t call and 

ask if there are jobs available. My agent does that.” 

“I know that, Mr. Rose. But I’m guessing it’s been a while since you’re agent has 

called you. Is that right?”  

Gruber had seen enough out-of-work actors, writers, and producers over the years 

to know the drill. When someone in show business goes cold, the first sign is that his or 

her agent doesn’t call. Actually, it’s worse. Their agent doesn’t call them back. The client 

will call their agent over and over again, using all sorts of clever dodges to get past the 

agent’s assistant who always answers the phone. The agent, however, will never be 

available. They’ll always be on another call or at a meeting or out of town or exploring 

Mars or anywhere they can be to avoid talking with an out-of-work client. Then, after 

making sure the agent’s assistant has the client’s correct home phone number, and the 

correct cell phone number, and the correct pager number, all of which the client gave the 

assistant just the day before in the last attempt to reach the agent, the client says, “Well, 

please have Mr. Scumbag call me when he gets in.”  The client, of course, doesn’t call 

the agent Mr. Scumbag, although he desperately wants to. And it never occurs to the 

assistant, who has agent aspirations herself, that the agent most likely is a scumbag for 

not returning the poor slob’s daily calls for help. The conversation ends with the assistant 

promising to give the agent the message just as soon as the agent gets in, which the 

assistant says assuredly should be momentarily.  

Knowing that, the client sits by the phone and waits. And waits. He’s got the 

regular phone, the cell phone, and the pager all lined up in front of him. And he waits. 

After about fifteen minutes of waiting he wonders if the phone is out of order. He calls 

the home phone from the cell phone. It rings. He hangs up. And waits. He wonders if the 

cell phone can make calls but not receive calls and so he calls the cell phone from the 

regular phone. It rings. He checks the Caller I.D. to make sure it’s him calling himself 

and then hangs up. And waits. To be on the safe side, he pages himself from both phones. 
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All the communication devices are working. But there is no call from the agent. And yet, 

he waits.   

In Lenny’s case, the ritual didn’t start until six months after he had been fired. 

When he first lost his job, Alex Peters, Lenny’s agent was very upbeat. 

“Don’t worry, babe. We’ll be back in the game in two minutes,” Peters assured 

him. Lenny liked that Peters called him “babe.” It was such a show business cliché it was 

funny.  

To celebrate Alex Peters’s promise of impending success, Lenny went out and 

bought Monica a new Mercedes. Why not? He was going to be back in the game in two 

minutes. 

Over the next few months, Peters gradually changed his tune. It started with, “It’s 

a tough market, Lenny. With these damn reality shows, there just aren’t that many jobs 

available.” Then it became, “Lenny, I’m getting some resistance out here.” 

“Resistance? What does that mean, Alex? Why would there be resistance?” Lenny 

asked with real surprise. His credits were impressive. Over the years he had worked on 

three hit shows. Most writers never get to work on one. He had won an Emmy award, two 

Golden Globes, and a Writers Guild award. He had worked with some of the most 

difficult actors in the business – people with horrible reputations for chewing up and 

spiting out producers. Yet they all kept Lenny – all except Tina Martinez, the 

pulchritudinous target of Lenny’s foul-mouthed assault. Why would there be resistance? 

“There are all sorts of rumors flying around,” Peters explained. “One studio 

executive told me that he heard that you went berserk and called Tina a fat bitch in front 

of the audience while you were shooting the show.” 

“That’s crazy. I never even said it to her face.” 

“I know,” Peters consoled. “Look, I’ll do some damage control. It’ll be fine.” It 

was not fine. Lenny didn’t hear from Peters for over three weeks. Finally, Lenny called 

Peters. His assistant told Lenny that Peters wasn’t in. When Lenny was writing and 

producing hit shows, Peters was always in. Lenny was making Alex Peters a six-figure 

income. When Lenny called, Peters was in. Suddenly, he wasn’t. Peters called back the 

next morning. 

“What’s up, Len?” Peters asked as if he had no idea. 
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“What’s up? I want a job.” Lenny snapped. He took a deep breath to compose 

himself. Alienating Peters wouldn’t help. Then, his voice almost cracking, he said with a 

sincerity that surprised even himself, “Alex, I want my life back.” 

“I know you do. And don’t you think I want you to have a job? Listen, Len, I 

have a suggestion. You know there are a lot of new executives at the networks and 

they’re not that familiar with your work. Maybe it’s time for you to write something 

fresh. Hang on for a minute, would you?”  

Peters put Lenny on hold to take a more important call. When Lenny was hot, 

Peters wouldn’t dream of doing that. As he waited, Lenny seethed. “Not that familiar 

with your work.” The words pinballed around in his head. Lenny understood that there 

were always new executives at the networks and that they tended to be very young. But 

still, they had to have watched television while growing up. They had to have watched 

television last year. And if they watched television ever in their lifetime, they had to be 

familiar with his work. 

“Sorry, Lenny,” Peters said as he came back on the line. “I was thinking that 

maybe you could write a new spec script. I’d suggest a Cameron’s Way. That’s the hot 

script right now.” 

Lenny couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He had written his one and only 

spec script over twenty years earlier when he first arrived in Hollywood. He had picked a 

show he liked and wrote a sample episode to prove that he could tell a story, write jokes, 

and capture the voices of the characters. Since then, he had produced over three hundred 

episodes of network television. He had written at least fifty scripts. Did anyone really 

need to see if Lenny could write an episode of Cameron’s Way to prove his worth?  

“I’m not sure I want to do that, Alex,” Lenny said. 

“That’s up to you. But I’m not sure I can get you work without it,” Peters said, 

flatly. 

“I’ll think about it, okay?” Lenny had to keep the peace with Peters, who was a 

very important agent in Hollywood. His client list was a who’s who of “A” list talent. 

Having Alex Peters as your agent opened doors. 

“Fine. Let me know what you decide.” With that, Peters was gone. They would 

not speak again for another six months. Over the ensuing years, the calls from Peters 
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became even less frequent. Eventually, he stopped calling altogether. If Lenny called, 

Peters would return the call. But he would not be calling Lenny Rose on his own. He 

would not be calling with work. 

Marilyn Gruber shifted her weight in an attempt to move her back pain from her 

lower left back to her lower right back. Keeping the pain spread around made it a bit 

more tolerable. “Do you still have an agent?” she asked. 

“Alex Peters is my agent,” Lenny said. “But we don’t talk much. I’d like to fire 

the son of a bitch. Yeah. Nothing would make me happier than firing Alex Peters.” 

“I know some writers also have a manager.” Gruber was looking for help. Was 

there an agent, a manager, someone who could get this man some work? 

“Not me. I never wanted to pay the extra fifteen percent. The ten percent to the 

agent is bad enough.”   

Gruber shook her head as she reviewed Lenny’s work history. “Boy, it sure seems 

that someone with your experience would be great for a show. You should be working.” 

“You should be my manager,” Lenny said with a smile. 

Gruber laughed again. “Yeah, right.” The unemployed don’t always manage to 

keep their sense of humor. She was enjoying this interview more than most.  

“I mean it. From this day forward, Marilyn Gruber is my manager.” Lenny just 

wanted her to keep smiling. 

“Save your money. I’m going to find you a job and do it for free,” she said with 

some conviction. She then handed Lenny a few more forms to fill out. “Here’s what I’m 

going to need from you, Mr. Rose – ” 

“Lenny,” he corrected. 

“Here’s what I’m going to need, Lenny. You have to keep track of all the work-

related calls you make in the next two weeks. You should also write down any job 

interviews you have. To keep your claim open, you have to be actively seeking 

employment. If you need to be creative, be creative. You’re a writer,” Gruber said with 

one more smile, a wink, and a sense of genuine concern.  

“When do I get my check?” Lenny asked in a slightly embarrassed tone.  
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“We’ve got to get your case processed. You’ll pick up your first check when you 

come back in two weeks,” Gruber explained. She stood up, indicating their meeting was 

over. 

“Two weeks, huh? I think I can hold out that long,” Lenny said with a sigh. He 

wasn’t really sure. He was to meet with his accountant the next day to face his current 

financial reality. “Okay, I’ll see you in two weeks,” Lenny told Gruber as he shook her 

hand. 

“I hope not. You never know. You may have a job by then.” Gruber’s hope was 

Lenny’s prayer. She said it with a confidence that Lenny did not share. 

“I’ll see you in two weeks,” he repeated with a half-hearted smile, a wink of his 

own, then left.  



Sotkin/The Comatose Adventures of Lenny Rose   
 

17 

Two 

 

 

 

 His plan was simple. During dessert, while everyone was oohing and aahing over 

the incredible fresh peach torte he’d brought home from the highly overpriced bakery on 

San Vicente Boulevard, Lenny would announce that they were broke. In the new world 

order there would be no private schools, no groomed dogs, no fabulous desserts, no 

psychic predictions of imminent good fortune, no fun whatsoever. In short, it would be 

his admission to the family that he had mismanaged the small fortune he had made during 

his career and was a failure of immense proportions. 

More torte, anyone?  

Lenny found that he was unable to speak throughout dinner and it was not 

because of the impending financial bomb he was about to drop. He was seized with anger 

as he stared at Brittany’s new nose ring. It was not the delicate, fine wire placed 

unobtrusively through the side of her nostril that they had agreed upon. It was a massive 

silver bullring dangling just above her upper lip. Lenny had hardly been in favor of the 

more elegant choice. After all, it had only been a few years since he had spent thousands 

of dollars on a nose job to make her nasal appendage a thing of classic beauty instead of 

the hawklike beak handed down from her Middle Eastern ancestors.  The old nose was 

Bio-Dad’s fault – an ancient Hebraic prop that looked like it was bought at some Wailing 

Wall novelty shop. Now, Brittany had a chunk of metal the size of her mother’s 



Sotkin/The Comatose Adventures of Lenny Rose   
 

18 

Mercedes grille hanging from the new nose. It would only be a matter of time before the 

new nose got stretched back into the shape of the old nose.  

Lenny never really minded the old nose. In some ways he missed it. The old nose 

reminded him of a more innocent time, before Brittany and Lenny had their falling out. 

Whether playing Frisbee on the beach, or catching a Laker game together, or his favorite 

– making each other laugh, old-nosed Brittany was Lenny’s pal. In the days of the old 

nose, Brittany was always beautiful to Lenny. He loved her. He loved her laugh. He 

loved her nose.   

Brittany started complaining about it when the nose was six years old, right after 

she’d started first grade, which was about a year after Lenny had married Monica. 

Brittany and Lenny had blended quite easily. She had no trouble treating him as a parent. 

One day she came home crying because one of the kids had given her a nickname.  

“Brit, having a nickname is great. It means the other kids really like you,” Lenny 

assured his little angel as she sat on his lap, sobbing. 

In an instant, the crying stopped, she held Lenny with a cold stare and said, “My 

nickname is Big Nose.”  

“‘My nickname is Big Nose.’ Jesus, that’s a great title for an autobiography,” he 

said with a smile. He was not being cruel. He was not discounting Brittany’s feelings. 

The children had learned that no matter how upsetting something was, if a joke popped 

into Lenny’s mind, it was also going to pop out of his mouth. It was a curse – and a 

blessing. It was why they got to laugh at life’s tragedies. It was also why they lived at the 

beach and drove around in fancy cars. The kids quickly got used to it. They expected it. 
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When Lenny tried to be like other dads and feign real concern, they got suspicious and 

thought he didn’t care. They were as messed up emotionally as he was.  

Brittany smiled and gave him a sarcastic, “Ha. Ha.”  

He loved that although she was only six, and they didn’t know yet that she was 

extremely gifted, this little six-year-old brainiac knew what an autobiography was. She 

had a brilliant, caustic sense of humor. Maybe they didn’t share the same DNA, but her 

sense of humor was coming from Lenny.   

“So what do I do?” she asked, now looking for real advice. 

 “Screw ’em, Brit. If they can’t figure out how beautiful you are, then they’re 

idiots. You don’t want idiots for friends anyway.” Then he kissed the nose and told her 

not to worry, her face would eventually grow into it. He told her that many, many times 

over the years as she repeatedly came home from school crying. Fathers lie to daughters 

about their flaws all the time. The party line is that a daughter is always beautiful to her 

father. What a crock.  As Brittany’s face grew, so did the nose. Lenny told Brittany over 

and over that she was beautiful to him and he was sure she’d be beautiful to someone 

else. The truth was, every day his stepdaughter looked more and more like a toucan. By 

her eleventh birthday, Lenny had to admit that if her face were going to grow into the 

nose, she would be known as the girl with the enormous face. It was fear of some not-so-

distant future prom night, with Brittany and Lenny sharing a tear-soaked order of 

McDonald’s fries while her girlfriends got to make out in grown-up dresses, that finally 

sent the Roses scurrying to Dr. Douglas Greene, Beverly Hills Plastic Surgeon to the 

Stars.  
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Greene did his magic the day after school let out for the summer so that Brittany 

would not have to face the other kids with two black eyes and some lame, post-rhino 

plastic story of how she walked into a door, which rendered her beautiful.  Lenny and 

Monica worried about Brittany’s cruel schoolmates and knew there was a good chance 

that they’d simply change her nickname from “Big Nose” to “Nose Job.” That’s what 

Lenny would do if he were a kid. Why wouldn’t they? To avoid the possibility, Monica 

suggested that the now truly gorgeous Brittany make a fresh start at a new school, with 

new kids, and new nicknames.  

It was during the admissions testing process for a new, but already exclusive, 

private school that Lenny learned how extremely gifted Brittany was. A hundred and fifty 

thou, not including the new nose, later, she was accepted by the Dixon School.  

Lenny finally broke his dinner table silence by asking, “Don’t they have some 

kind of dress code at school?  No tube tops, no spaghetti straps, no hood ornaments 

hanging from your nose.” 

Brittany did not answer. It was Monica who tried to keep the peace. “Lenny, don’t 

start. You said she could get something.”  

“Not something big enough to sit on the lawn in front of the Museum of Modern 

Art.” 

Monica leaned in toward Lenny to make sure he was listening and to add a sense 

of parental privacy. “We always said we wouldn’t let appearance things come between us 

and the kids. Remember? You were the one who said you would never make a big deal 

out of purple hair.” 



Sotkin/The Comatose Adventures of Lenny Rose   
 

21 

“This is not purple hair,” he snapped back. “I would welcome purple hair. My 

bosom would swell with pride if it were purple hair. This is not purple hair. This . . . well, 

I can’t wait for her first head cold. That should be pretty.”  

With that, Lenny got up from the table and stormed up the stairs to his bedroom. 

It was a much too dramatic exit. Why was he making everyone else suffer? He knew 

what the real problem was. His outburst was not caused by Brittany’s nasal medallion or 

by her disregard for what she had to know would be his reaction. She was a teenager. She 

couldn’t care less about his reaction. The whole purpose of rock and roll and piercings 

and anything teenage is to anger parents and scare the bejesus out of them. The Rolling 

Stones did it to Lenny’s parents. Sinatra did it to their parents. Rings through the nose 

were supposed to do it to him. He knew this. He understood this. So why did he take the 

bait? Because middle-age sensibilities, like some toxic airborne pathogens, had infected 

him, making it simply impossible to be really cool. He was helpless against them. They 

were not, however, driving his tantrum. Imminent financial ruin, the result of his colossal 

failure, was sending him to his room to pout and hopefully find some relief from the 

unrelenting monetary pressure. He used to love the bedroom. Monica had filled it with an 

incredible collection of original art. Not that Monica knew art. She knew an expensive 

decorator who knew art. For Lenny, the bedroom was a vibrant space where ideas seem 

to flow. At least that’s how he felt when he was working. This is where he’d come for 

ideas. Lying on the bed, pad in hand, the notions would simply arrive from the ether. 

They were gifts. Lenny felt he wasn’t really writing the jokes, he was simply the first to 

read them. Now, fear had him frozen. He hadn’t had a fresh idea in months. When he lay 

on his bed, instead of creating, his penury had him examining each art treasure with an 
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appraiser’s eye. The floor-to-ceiling oil on silk Parrot In Paradise . . . had it appreciated? 

Was there a market for it? If he sold it, how much time would it buy him? A month? Two 

months? A day? And after all the art was sold, then what? Bankruptcy? Debtor’s prison? 

His imagination constantly took him down a dark, endless path. 

This room, once his haven, was now where fear held him hostage. One more hit. 

That’s all Lenny wanted. One more run on a hit show. The success. The admiration. The 

money. Fuck the admiration, just the money. 

 In between thoughts of doom he searched for an idea. There had to be one more 

great idea somewhere in there – deep – where the stories came from. Hollywood still 

responded to great ideas. In the past, they always came when he needed them. Now all he 

could think about was what it would be like when the moving van pulled up to the house 

to take the family to . . . to where? Where do you go when you’re broke? It was a 

nightmare interrupted by the distant sound of the ocean. The surf was up. There would be 

a strong riptide. Lenny wasn’t a strong swimmer. All he’d have to do is wade out a little 

way and let the ocean take over from there. Lenny quickly tried to clear his mind with no 

success. In desperation, he offered up a prayer, “Please God, I need a way out of this. I 

need an idea.” Instead of the brainstorm he desperately needed, his thoughts returned to 

the midnight swim. His second suicidal thought of the day. 
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Three 

 

 

 

 

 Herm Reynolds was counting on the midmorning break with a hooker to take his 

mind off his problems. Instead, as she rode him cowgirl style, he lay worrying that the 

Viagra wasn’t working to its maximum effect. Timing was everything with the miracle 

drug and he hadn’t been able to give it enough time to really kick in. That, plus the joint 

he smoked on the way to her Mar Vista apartment, left him more limp than alert. Eyes 

closed, hoping to come upon just the right fantasy to keep things up and running, he 

thought instead of the twenty dollars he had paid for the little blue pill from an Internet 

pharmacy. Twenty dollars and the damn pill wasn’t going to really work its magic until 

he was back in his truck. Just what he wanted – an afternoon making deliveries with a 

hard-on.  

 The hooker was giving her finest rendition of the play “Oh, Yes, Fuck Me – Fuck 

Me Hard,” when Herm cracked one eye open and caught her staring intently at the 

nightstand clock. Paying no attention to Herm, she switched to, “My God, your cock is 

sooo big.” She hoped the compliment would encourage him to completion so she could 

get him out of the apartment before the arrival of her next John who was due in fifteen 

minutes. Instead of exciting him, the remark made him slightly softer. Herm had been 

naked in enough locker rooms to know that his cock was not sooo big. Why did hookers 
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insist on complimenting him on the size of his cock? There were times he had trouble 

finding it and getting it out of his pants to pee. It was not sooo big. 

 “What’s the matter, sweetie, don’t you like Misty?” she asked, humping slower 

and grimacing as her flabby quadriceps began to cramp up.  

 It wasn’t a matter of liking her. He just didn’t care. Only thirty-six years old, 

already impotent, losing his hair along with his libido, Herm had become the loser his 

father always predicted. A heavy drinker with a lousy job, his only intimate contact with 

women was an endless string of prostitutes he could hardly afford.  

 “I’m sorry, sweetie, but the half hour is up,” the hooker reported as she 

dismounted. She stood next to the bed shaking her legs out as if she had just run a 

hundred-yard dash. 

 He dressed as quickly as possible, slowing only to make sure that his half-smoked 

joint was still safely tucked into his shirt pocket. Herm and Misty made meaningless 

promises to see each other again real soon. Outside the door, Herm immediately put on 

his shades to avoid eye contact with any of Misty’s neighbors. He assumed they all 

disapproved of the continuous parade of men coming and going from the low-rent garden 

apartment. Herm was embarrassed and wanted to remain invisible – even to himself. 

Invisible was hardly an option since Herm had parked his attention-getting, eighteen-

wheel trailer truck with the words, “Zadie’s Pickles” emblazoned on the side, in the midst 

of the hooker’s tree-lined residential neighborhood. This was not Herm Reynolds’s dream 

when he left El Paso and headed to Hollywood as a handsome nineteen-year-old. He was 

going to be a star. He was driving a pickle truck. 
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 Herm fired up the joint and took a long toke. He took two more hits of the potent 

herb before climbing into the cab of the truck, a fucking pickle truck. Grabbing the pint 

bottle of cheap, orange-infused vodka from the glove compartment, he took a big swig. 

There was no longer a burning in his throat when he drank. He was too used to it. He 

took another. His head spun as the booze and the pot began their dance. His breathing 

was rapid and shallow, his mind dull. Herm put both hands on the steering wheel to 

steady himself before fumbling for the keys of the mother fucking pickle truck.  
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Four 

 

 

 

 

 Marilyn Gruber stood in her bra, panty hose, and high heels shuffling through the 

hangers looking for the blue dress – the one that made her look at least a little thinner. 

Before she had left work the previous night, she noticed that Lenny Rose was on the 

schedule for the next day. Heels and the blue dress, she was going for taller and thinner. 

She wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t the sensible thing to do. Yes, she had enjoyed their initial 

meeting and an ensuing phone call during which he mentioned that he and his wife had 

recently separated. But the last thing she needed was a guy with excess baggage, and the 

heels would kill her back and by the time she finished lunch, the blue dress would be 

cutting into her tummy. Found it! 

 She prepared her sensible breakfast in the cozy kitchen of her West Los Angeles 

home. Cozy was her euphemism for small and out of date. Her entire house was cozy. 

Her parents had left it to her in a last, deathbed attempt to care for their spinster daughter. 

They weren’t worried about their other, younger daughter. Dianne was happily married 

with two beautiful boys, a successful husband, and no need for the tiny two-bedroom 

cottage on Saltair. The nine-hundred-square-foot house was the only single-family 

dwelling left on the block. All the other tiny stucco houses had been torn down and 

replaced with apartment buildings. The land under Gruber’s house was worth close to a 



Sotkin/The Comatose Adventures of Lenny Rose   
 

27 

million dollars. She could sell it, but then what? Buy a newer house that she couldn’t 

really afford on her civil servant salary? That wouldn’t be the sensible thing to do. From 

time to time she thought about remodeling the place, adding some new appliances, 

updating the furniture, and installing some bigger, more modern windows. But that didn’t 

seem sensible either. She didn’t need to impress anyone. No, she’d be better off living 

modestly, investing her money, and looking forward to her upcoming retirement from the 

unemployment department. That, like everything else in her life, was sensible. God, how 

she hated sensible and secretly wished she had the courage to do something, anything that 

had even the slightest tinge of excitement.  

 Having finished her sensible Egg Beaters omelet and one piece of dry, whole-

wheat toast, she cut herself a big wedge from an Entenmann’s Danish ring and kicked off 

her high heels. Her feet were already killing her. And, no, the Entenmann’s wasn’t 

sensible, but a little pastry for breakfast was one of her few indulgences. She knew she 

shouldn’t have it. She knew she should lose a few pounds. That’s what she should do. 

She cut one more sliver – her excitement for the day.  

--------- 

 Lenny sat at the breakfast table in his boxer shorts perusing the want ads. He 

wasn’t so much looking for a job as trying to keep his mind off his breakfast, a bagel so 

stale that a full minute in the microwave was unable to bring it back to life. Wasting 

bagels, no matter how rock-hard, was no longer an option. If he didn’t get the 

unemployment check today, tomorrow’s breakfast would be Campbell’s Chicken Noodle 

Soup or some other tin-canned treasure dug from the back of the pantry. Without the 

check, there would be no food money. None. He licked his fingertip and picked up each 
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and every fallen poppy seed as he debated which local merchant would be least offended 

if he bounced a check. There had to be some way for him to get a job in show business. 

One more trip to the plate. One more chance to hit the ball out of the park. Was that so 

much to ask? Lenny had called everyone he knew who had a show on the air. Many of 

them were people he had given their first jobs. He was their godfather. They all wanted to 

give him a job – if not a staff position, at least a freelance assignment. But they couldn’t. 

All but the most powerful producers needed network approval before hiring a writer. 

Lenny was no longer on anybody’s list of acceptable writers. It would do no good to call 

back and beg. He had been in their position over the years with older writers calling him, 

desperation in their voices, wanting to come in to pitch story ideas. He never expected to 

be making those calls himself some day. Damn it. How could this have happened? Lenny 

closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The time it took to exhale was his only reprieve 

from the unrelenting pressure that had continued to build over the preceding two weeks.  

He had met with his accountant who confirmed that Lenny was, in fact, dead ass 

broke. There was no more equity in the house, no more credit cards below their limits. 

There were no more stocks to sell. He had raided his personal pension fund and 401k 

without paying the taxes and early withdrawal penalties, and the IRS was already 

conducting an audit. The bad news was that the IRS would take anything and everything 

he had left to cover the back taxes. The good news was, he didn’t have the proverbial pot 

to piss in.  

He finally told Monica and the children about the downturn of their financial 

fortunes. They did not take the news well. Brittany told Lenny that she hated him. 
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Always did. Always would. The next day she got her tongue, her eyebrow, and her 

nipples pierced. 

“It’s against the law to pierce a fifteen-year-old. Who did this to you?” Lenny 

demanded to know. 

“A guy named Raoul with dirty finger nails and a sore on his lip,” Brittany 

answered, seething with teenage rage. Brittany took special pleasure in telling Lenny 

about her nipples, knowing he had become especially sensitive about any reference to her 

sexuality. 

Stephan, who had only stopped bed-wetting a few months earlier, after Monica 

promised that he could spend the following summer at a very expensive camp for 

exceptionally gifted soccer players, not only went back to bed-wetting but also began to 

shit in his pants during the school day.  Stephan and Lenny were never that close. From 

the very beginning they had trouble relating to each other. Still, the look on Lenny’s face 

when he told of his financial failure, that initial glimpse into the potential pitfalls of 

adulthood, was all Stephan needed to lay claim to a spastic colon. 

Monica simply went berserk, screaming, “I refuse to be poor. I refuse to be poor,” 

over and over again. Lenny assured her that in spite of her protests, poor she was.  

“I’ll leave you and take what’s owed me,” Monica sobbed. 

“What’s owed you? What in the world are you talking about?” Lenny asked with 

a chuckle. 

“The prenupt. You made me sign a prenupt. I’m supposed to get a million dollars 

and I want it. I want it now. I refuse to be poor. I can’t be poor.” 
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When Lenny married Monica, he was riding high, producing a hit show, making 

huge amounts of money. The stock market was booming. It would just be a matter of 

time before he would be worth quite a few million dollars. Having already paid alimony 

to wives one and two, he took his lawyer’s advice and had Monica sign a prenupttial 

agreement. She would not get the state-prescribed half of everything. She would get a 

cool million and go away. That was the deal then. It was not the deal now.  

“The prenupttial agreement is if we get divorced. Not if we go broke,” Lenny 

explained in a rather condescending tone. 

“Well, you don’t think I’m going to stay married to you if we’re poor, do you?” 

Monica made that sound like an impossibility. “And I want my million dollars.” 

“Fine. I’ll print it up first thing in the morning,” Lenny said. “Hey, I’ll print up 

two million if you’ll sing me a little bit of “Stand By Your Man.” 

The next morning Monica took the children, all her jewelry, Coco the dog, and 

left. She informed Lenny she’d be back for their stuff and that he would soon hear from 

her attorney. Neither of those two things had happened yet. 

When Monica left with the children, Lenny was devastated. This failure was no 

longer simply financial; if Monica stuck to her guns in the marriage department, he was 

now a three-time loser. His life had completely fallen apart. He cried. He couldn’t sleep. 

He stopped eating. Eventually, after a few days alone, without Monica’s harping, the 

crying stopped. He got hungry. He ate. After a few more days, instead of missing the 

family, Lenny found himself coping with the help of peace and quiet. His problems 

weren’t going away but seemed more manageable without Monica’s permanent angry 

stare reminding him of his ineptitude.  
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He informed the bank that he would no longer be making payments on the boat or 

the house. Because he had made his last house payment on time, technically he wasn’t 

yet in default. The woman at the bank was nice enough to tell him that it would be a few 

months before the bank could legally put him out on the street. For now, at least, he 

would not be homeless. As for the boat, he was already in default on that loan, but the 

bank was delaying the paperwork for the repossession. The truth was, the bank didn’t 

want the boat. Getting rid of repossessed boats wasn’t that easy. They hated lending 

money on boats and only made the loan because Lenny was such a good customer – the 

kind that didn’t default on a boat loan. She asked that he please not sink the damn thing 

before they figured out what they wanted to do, and then bid him good day. A good day? 

Would there ever again be a good day? 

Eleven fifteen a.m. Time to get going. Lenny finished shaving and began 

dressing, taking an extra moment to find just the right green shirt to bring out the color of 

his eyes. Lenny had penetrating green eyes that became electric when he wore the right 

green shirt. The green eyes were his most potent weapons. He was only going to 

Unemployment. But if for some reason the check were not forthcoming, perhaps the 

green eyes would get Marilyn Gruber to make an exception. Additionally, the green eyes 

would get Marilyn Gruber to look at him the way women often looked at the green eyes. 

They were magnets. They were his strength. Right now, having a woman look at his eyes 

in that special way was nearly as important as the money. He read the shirt’s DRY CLEAN 

ONLY label and realized this harmless flirtation would cost a full three dollars and fifty 

cents, money he didn’t have. Three dollars and fifty cents – the price of the last straw.  
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He sat on the edge of his bed and began to cry. Lenny’s life was based on a belief 

system that said he could make any dream come true. He believed, deeply, that people 

aren’t given dreams unless they can be fulfilled. It was more than simple dreams coming 

to fruition. It was prayers that were answered. Lenny wasn’t religious in the traditional 

go-to-the-official-house-of-worship sense. At thirteen he had his bar mitzvah. But it had 

been years since he had been to a synagogue even on the High Holidays. Still, he had a 

deep relationship with God. He prayed daily. His career, his good fortune were all 

answers to sincere prayers. Even Monica was the answer to a prayer. After his second 

failed marriage, a short-lived passionless affair, entered in an ill-advised-on-the-rebound 

attempt to end the pain of his first failed marriage, Lenny prayed to find true love. He 

prayed, he lit purple candles, and in short order found Monica. Another prayer answered. 

With God’s help, Lenny could manifest anything. Love, money, career, whatever he 

needed could be summoned from the bountiful universe. So why was he sitting amidst a 

world in ruin? It seemed like a fair question.  

Lord, I don’t understand what’s happening. I’ve prayed for true love. I’ve prayed 

for another hit show. Nothing’s happening. I don’t know what to do. Please, Lord, show 

me the way. Just show me what you want me to do. I know you don’t want me suffering 

like this. I know you don’t. You don’t. Right? I know this isn’t exactly hell, you know, 

living by the beach and all. But I sure can see hell from here. So please . . . PLEASE . . . I 

can’t live like this any longer. Just show me a way out. Lenny checked his watch and saw 

that if he didn’t hurry he’d be late for his appointment with Marilyn Gruber. He quickly 

added an Amen and continued dressing.    
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Lenny had spoken once on the phone with Marilyn Gruber since his first 

interview. She had called to find out if he was willing to take work in another field. 

Lenny said that he always wanted to be a jockey and would be more than willing if she 

could find him a job riding racehorses. They had a good laugh and came to the 

conclusion that Lenny wasn’t equipped to do anything but write and produce television 

shows.  

Lenny checked himself out in the mirror, one last time, before heading to the 

Santa Monica unemployment office. His emerald eyes were working. Yeah. Even in his 

new hell, a little harmless flirting would be fun. 
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Five 
 

 

 

 

 Herm Reynolds loved action movies. He wanted to be in them when he came to 

Hollywood and often pretended that he was. Delusion was all he had to distract him from 

his worse than mundane life. His favorite of all time was Beverly Hills Cop. He watched 

it again and again in his tiny El Segundo apartment, playing it loudly to drown out the 

jets taking off from adjacent LAX. He loved the scene where police chased the big 

eighteen-wheeler through the streets of Detroit. A forty-ton monster wrecking havoc as it 

drove through the crowded city. Sometimes, while stuck in traffic, he fantasized that he 

was the truck driver from Beverly Hills Cop. 

I’m the bad ass truck driver from Beverly Hills Cop. That’s what was going 

through Herm Reynolds’s drunk and stoned-out mind as the Zadie’s Pickles truck 

careened down Broadway at 60 miles per hour out of control, smashing into cars, 

destroying lives, and annihilating a Santa Monica noontime crowd. 

When the truck finally came to rest, deeply embedded in a busy restaurant, fifteen 

people were dead. Another thirty-five were injured, some of them seriously. One of them, 

Lenny Rose, lay on the sidewalk broken and bloodied, barely clinging to life. 
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Six 

 

 

 

 

 Within minutes of Herm Reynolds’s murderous drive, the airspace above the 

Third Street Promenade was crowded with helicopters from KNBC, KCBS, KABC, 

KTLA, KCAL, KTTV, as well as the L.A.P.D., all jockeying for position. This was a real 

air war. They all demanded the best bird’s-eye view of the chaos until the satellite news 

trucks arrived with the ground troops. 

You want great theater? Forget New York’s Great White Way. Watch TV in L.A. 

when the shit hits the fan. Southern California’s television stations love to cover 

disasters. It’s their art. Whether it’s intense personal drama like the O.J. car chase up the 

405 Freeway or a natural disaster like an earthquake or Sean Penn marrying Madonna, 

the curtain goes up when news directors get the choppers into the air.  

Back at the studios, Barbie and Ken anchorpersons were getting buzzed with one 

last coat of lacquered hair spay before going on the air. They would fill the first few 

minutes of live broadcast by repeating the same sketchy details over and over. Their 

mission: Keep the audience watching until the field reporters arrived to shove 

microphones in front of the faces of the dazed and disoriented. If the station was going to 

interrupt the daytime soaps or worse yet, Judge Judy, the show had better be good. 

 The view from the helicopters showed emergency workers already sorting bodies. 

Who was dead? Who was still alive? Who needed to be in the first ambulances as they 
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started to arrive? Fire trucks from nearby stations rushed to the scene. They passed 

people sobbing in the street, mothers screaming for suddenly missing children, the 

wounded, stumbling aimlessly, wondering what had happened.   

 In the unemployment office located at 9th and Broadway, Marilyn Gruber 

wondered what terrible thing was happening outside. With sirens screaming and 

helicopters overhead, she remembered hearing on The Morning Show that the national 

security level had been raised to Level Orange. Was Santa Monica under attack? 

Linda Harris, two cubicles down from Gruber’s, had been given a tiny, portable, 

hand-held, black-and-white TV for Christmas. The entire office crammed into her cubicle 

to watch in horror the devastation taking place only six blocks away. 

 Word was spreading fast. All through the metropolis people were calling friends, 

walking over to co-workers, asking if they’d heard what happened in Santa Monica.  

Hollywood super agent Alex Peters sat in his office, along with his assistant 

Kelly, watching the live coverage on his new wall-mounted plasma TV. Kelly was 

quietly crying. Peters was thinking it was too bad about all those people, but what an 

incredible picture.  

 Monica Rose was with her lawyer – with him in the biblical sense. Monica had 

been having an affair with Andrew Cohen for over a year. Since Lenny’s sexual appetite 

had decreased in direct proportion to the increase in his financial woes, and considering 

Monica was a young, healthy woman with a thriving appetite for the flesh, an affair with 

someone was inevitable. This was Monica and Andy’s regular Thursday nooner at the 

Beverly Hills Hotel. A little sex, a little lunch, and then back to work. It was a great way 
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to pick up the day. Today there was even some postcoital talk of marriage, as that very 

morning Monica had filed for divorce.  

Monica and Andrew were already in their hotel robes when room service brought 

the BLTs on toast. Andrew had the waiter roll in the table and set it so he could watch 

SportsCenter while he ate. Monica, while eating, would rub her foot between his legs in 

an attempt to distract him from the TV. He would resist just long enough to drive them 

both crazy. They’d have one more roll in the hay, a quick shower, and then check out. It 

was exactly the same every Thursday. Before Councilor Cohen could channel surf to 

ESPN, however, he landed on KNBC.  

Anchorman Chuck Henry was in shirtsleeves with his tie undone, sitting on a desk 

in the newsroom. People knew that when Chuck Henry had his jacket off and was in the 

newsroom, something big was going on. This guy wasn’t just a pretty face who could 

read from a Teleprompter. He could read from a Teleprompter in the newsroom – without 

his jacket on. Somebody get this guy a Peabody Award!  

Monica and Andrew would spend the rest of the afternoon in their robes, sitting 

speechless on the edge of the bed, watching the unwatchable.  

Chuck Henry winced as the news director hollered in his earpiece that they were 

going to Nhi Thi Pham in Santa Monica. Nhi Thi Pham was a bright twenty-two-year-old 

who had recently graduated from USC with a degree in broadcast journalism. She 

assumed she’d have to go to some little station in Podunk, U.S.A., to break into the 

business. But as luck would have it, KNBC was in need of a new Vietnamese reporter to 

complete the racial rainbow of reporters that kept their diverse audience happy. All-

American Nina Pham, born and raised in Irvine, California, took her grandmother’s 
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name, Nhi Thi, got the job, and quickly proved she wasn’t just a pretty face. She was fast 

on her feet and good on camera.  

As she stood waiting for her cameraman’s signal that she was on the air, Nhi 

Thi’s heart was pounding. In the news business, big disasters can mean big breaks. After 

arriving on the accident scene, surveying the wreckage and tripping over a dead man 

whose leg had been torn off, Nhi Thi puked, recovered, and set about finding her first 

eyewitness interview. This was no time to be emotional. This was the stuff that made 

news careers take off.   

With her cameraman running to keep up with her, Nhi Thi first found an 

incoherent eighty-year-old who was wailing that he should have died instead of his 

daughter. It was a great opener. She followed that up with a fireman who said he’d never 

seen anything like this before and that he’d heard the driver of the truck was still alive 

and was suspected of being intoxicated. Real news! It never hurts to have a little real 

news. Then Nhi Thi hit the jackpot. Halfway down the block she spotted actress-

producer-director Barbara Jennings kneeling by a body.  

“Roll tape,” Nhi Thi called out as she ran toward Jennings. 

The cameraman, lugging sixty pounds of equipment, doing his best to keep up, 

followed orders. 

“Barbara. Barbara Jennings, are you all right?” 

“I’m fiiiiine,” Barbara whined in her thick Midwestern accent that was more of a 

Wisconsin drawl. “But I need to get help.” Barbara was in control. She had started her 

career as an actress and starred on a sitcom in the late seventies. Now, in her very late 
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fifties, Barbara produced and directed major motion pictures. As a result, she knew how 

to handle disasters, even one of this magnitude.  

“Did you see what happened?” Nhi Thi Pham asked. 

“Yeah. I saw the truck coming down Broadway . . . just hitting everything  . . . on 

both sides of the street. It just missed me. But it hit so many people.” Barbara turned her 

attention to the prone body next to her. “This is Lenny Rose. He was the head writer 

when I did Stayin’ Happy. My first show.”  

The cameraman panned down to show Lenny’s motionless body, getting a close 

shot of the blood and gore. He then quickly went back to Barbara. 

“I haven’t seen him in years and now – ” Barbara suddenly called out to two 

emergency workers as they ran by. “Excuse me. Hey. Could we get an ambulance here? 

This man is still alive. I want an ambulance. Now!” Barbara couldn’t help directing. She 

was a natural. 

Nhi Thi Pham was in heaven. This wasn’t simply an interview for the local news. 

She had an on-camera celebrity. She was going national. The interview would be seen a 

thousand times over the next few days. It would run on The Nightly News with Brian 

Williams, on The Today Show, on MSNBC, on CNBC, on every NBC affiliate, on 

stations everywhere in the world. The honchos at the network would have to take notice 

of Nhi Thi Pham. She wanted one more thing. She wanted Access Hollywood. 

“You have a movie coming out next week that stars Brian Boday, don’t you?” 

Nhi Thi asked plain as day. 

For a millisecond, Barbara was stunned. Now? She was supposed to plug her 

picture now? While standing over a lifeless body? “Yeah. It’s called Arthur Simms Sure 
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Can Sing. It’s about a guy who can suddenly sing really well and it changes his life. It’s 

really funny. You know, Brian and I loved working together. It was so much fun. I hope 

everybody sees it.” 

Fighting back the smile, keeping on her news face, Nhi Thi Pham added, “I’m 

sure they will. This is Nhi Thi Pham, reporting live from Santa Monica.”    
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Seven 

 

 

 

 

 Joy consumed Lenny as he moved closer to the light. He began to feel complete. 

His petty concerns about life on the physical plane dissolved as the knowledge of the 

ages unfolded before him. The closer he got to the source, the more he became pure 

spirit. He was surprised by feelings of anticipation. They seemed so human and related to 

time. All would come to him. There was no hurry. Yet he wanted to reach the threshold 

and complete his journey. An energy pod, his guide, joined him. Information flowed 

easily between them. Lenny, no doubt, had questions. His guide was prepared to answer.  

“This joy, this incredible joy, will it be eternal?”  

“Maybe yes, maybe no. Too soon to tell.”  

“Is there a heaven?”  

“Yes.”  

“Is there a hell?”  

“You betcha.”  

“Am I going to heaven?”  

“Maybe yes, maybe no. Too soon to tell.”  

A slight wave of nausea overtook Lenny. If the joy was eternal, that was one 

thing. If it wasn’t . . . he sensed himself slowing slightly. Although he tried to reconnect 
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to the joy and desperately wanted to be worthy of this celestial journey, his questions 

became more mundane. 

“What are accommodations like in paradise?”  

“Depends what’s available.”  

“How’s the food?”  

“Not bad considering how many have to be fed. Soups are a little too salty and 

you can’t get a decent pizza.”  

Lenny slowed a bit more. His guide began to take human shape. It was still a 

being of light, but Lenny could almost make out facial features. 

“Will I see my relatives who have passed on?” 

“Absolutely. You’ll get to work out any problems you had with them.” 

“That’s good.” 

“You’ll work them out for eternity.” 

“You mean nothing gets solved?” 

“With your mother?” 

Lenny slowed even more. More of his guide’s facial features were coming into 

focus. He looked strangely familiar, but Lenny wasn’t sure who it was.    

“There’s got to be something good. It’s heaven, for God’s sake. How about sex? 

Is there great sex?” Lenny asked. 

The light being lifted what amounted to a garment and exposed the area where 

humans have their genitals. There was nothing. The spirit said, “When you get to heaven 

everybody checks the equipment at the door. It’s got something to do with the health 

code. Sex in heaven? Who expects sex in heaven?”  
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“I’ll tell you who,” Lenny said. “The suicide bombers in the Middle East. They’re 

told that, as martyrs, they’ll be greeted by seventy virgins when they get to heaven.” 

“That would be hell,” the light being answered. 

“No. I’m sure they’re told heaven.” 

“Do you think seventy virgins would be heaven? Or seventy whores? Or one man 

with seventy women of any kind? Seventy virgins? I’d blow myself up if I had to be with 

seventy virgins.” 

Lenny stopped moving toward the light. 

“What’s the matter?” asked the guide. 

“I don’t want to go,” Lenny replied. 

“You’re the one who prayed for a way out.” 

“I know. But I didn’t mean this. I’d rather not go.” 

“Well, okay. That’s your prerogative,” the guide said with resignation. 

“You mean I don’t have to go?”  

“Nobody has to go,” the guide said as it began moving away from Lenny. 

“Then why does anybody die?” Lenny was confused. 

“You’ll understand when you’re ready. Right now, you’re not. But you had to 

make the choice.” And with that, in an instant, the guide flew toward the light. Lenny was 

thrown into complete darkness. 
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Eight 

  

 

 

 

 The Central Command Post took control of the operation. Trauma units at all area 

hospitals were on high alert. The wounded would be directed to St. John’s, Santa Monica, 

UCLA Medical Center, Cedar Sinai, USC Medical Center, or Harbor General after being 

triaged on-site. The walking wounded would be sent to Santa Monica or St. John’s. The 

rest, depending on the mechanism of injury and whether they were hemodynamically 

stable or not, would be sent to the facility that could deal with them the fastest with the 

hope that physicians in the required specialties would be on duty. The county’s four 

medivac helicopters, staffed with highly trained flight nurses, were airborne and headed 

to the rescue site.  

 On the ground, Santiago and Todd, the EMTs summoned by Barbara Jennings, 

had secured Lenny to a backboard after assessing his condition, which was grave. 

Multiple fractures, probable internal injuries, and most seriously, he was unresponsive – 

the likely result of head trauma. Lenny’s breathing was labored, deep and few. He needed 

immediate attention. Already assigned to UCLA Medical Center, he was awaiting one of 

the incoming copters. An ambulance ride would take too long because all of Santa 

Monica was now suffering from a growing gridlock.  

Barbara Jennings and Nhi Thi Pham stood by watching. Yes, they had concern for 

Lenny. But the pretty Vietnamese reporter was more concerned about getting dramatic 
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footage of the helicopter landing and taking off with the broken body. Barbara just 

wanted to take it all in. There was a future movie here. She just knew it and wanted to 

absorb all she could. In addition, subtle sparks had flown when she made eye contact 

with Santiago, the EMT. Santiago was only in his twenties, probably just an infant when 

her series was on TV. That was all right. Barbara liked younger men. And, thanks to 

cable reruns of Stayin’ Happy on TV Land and Nick at Nite, her enduring celebrity 

delivered more than a couple of young bucks into her bed. The way she figured it, when 

this was all over, everybody was going to need some good screwing.  

 After barely avoiding two of the news copters that refused to move and give up 

their prime view of the misery below, Medivac 1 managed to land at the intersection of 

3rd and Broadway. Two flight nurses ran to help Santiago and Todd and then jumped 

back aboard after loading Lenny onto the helicopter. The pilot was good enough to delay 

takeoff until Nhi Thi Pham got situated in position for the perfect shot – her bravely 

kneeling next to the helicopter as it lifted off on its mission of mercy. Yes, Lenny was in 

critical condition and every second counted, but surely a pro like him, if conscious, 

would understand the importance of getting the shot at any cost. 

 Eight hours later, Lenny lay motionless in the Surgical Intensive Care Unit. His 

body held together by rods, plates, screws and plaster. His two broken arms and broken 

leg, each suspended from an orthopedic trapeze. Contusions and bruises covered his back 

and buttocks. Tubes ran to and from his body carrying fluids and nutrition to his hungry, 

damaged cells. A respirator aided his labored breathing while a catheter carried away his 

urine. Mucous was extracted via a nasogastric tube running down his nose and throat and 

into his lungs. To one side, his vital signs appeared on a bedside monitor like some digital 
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stock market report assessing the moment-to-moment value of his life. On the other side 

of the bed stood an EEG monitor ready to report Lenny’s brain activity. A thought. A 

joke. Come on, Lenny, you can find something funny – even about this. There was 

nothing. No sign of activity. The quick wit, the cutting observations, the husband, the 

father, the failure were all gone. In their place: a dark void. Lenny Rose had slipped into a 

deep, deep coma.  
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Nine 

 

 

 

 

 Friday night Shabbat dinner at her sister’s house was never a pleasure for Marilyn 

Gruber. For one thing, the drive over the hill to Sherman Oaks was always a nightmare 

on Friday night. Visiting the gated estate was a rude reminder of how much better Dianne 

had done in life. And although Marilyn loved seeing her two nephews and managed to 

tolerate her brother-in-law, Charles Weinstein, the fact that Dianne would also often 

invite an eligible man was at the very least awkward and on some nights downright 

embarrassing.  

 Marilyn tried to beg off, sighting the tragic accident, only blocks away from her 

office, as her reason for the last-minute cancellation. She was still upset, as it had only 

been a few hours since the first gruesome pictures were broadcast – pictures of Lenny 

Rose – her client, Lenny Rose. Although she wouldn’t admit it to Dianne, she hadn’t 

stopped thinking about him all day.  

Dianne would have none of Marilyn’s protests. The tragedy, a clear reminder of 

how fleeting life can be, was even more reason to be with family. “Besides, there’s 

someone special I want you to meet,” Dianne said, as if her singsong delivery would 

somehow make this dreadful news more palatable. 

 “‘Special,’ Dianne? None of these guys are special.” Marilyn was right. Over the 

years she had endured a parade of divorcees and confirmed bachelor boys, well past their 
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prime, willing to put up with Dianne’s still-single sister in exchange for a home-cooked 

meal. 

 “This one’s a lawyer,” Dianne reported, intoning great deference to the 

unattached barrister. Being married to a lawyer, Dianne was blind to the fact that over the 

years lawyers and politicians, most often one in the same, had fallen from the pedestal of 

public respect. 

 “Does he work with Charles?” Marilyn asked. If she was going to have to go 

anyway, she wanted to know a little bit about this potential suitor’s pedigree. Charles was 

a senior partner at a well-known Century City firm handling the very wealthy and/or very 

famous. If this new guy worked at the firm, he might have something on the ball.  

 “No, he runs some legal aid thing for poor people in the Valley. I met him at a 

fundraiser at Bono’s house.” Other than cooking Shabbat dinner and driving the boys to 

the Whitfield School for the Extraordinarily Gifted – an institution so exclusive the 

extremely gifted are not welcome – Dianne’s life was spent on L.A.’s fundraising circuit.  

 If he was at a party at Bono’s house, how bad could he be? That was Marilyn’s 

thinking as she drove her sensible Saturn Ion through the gate and up her sister’s 

impressive driveway. She parked next to Charles’s giant black Mercedes sedan that was a 

twin to Dianne’s. The next car over was a 1987 Toyota Corolla in desperate need of 

bodywork and paint. Marilyn couldn’t tell if major portions of the car were covered in 

rust or if this had once been someone’s color of choice. The only distinguishable feature 

on the vehicle was a plastic sign on the driver’s side door – the kind held on by magnets. 

It read: “Irwin Kapinsky, Attorney at Law. Call 1-800-ME LAWYER.” It quickly 

dawned on Marilyn how bad it could be.  
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 Opening the mansion’s back door, Marilyn entered a kitchen as big as her entire 

house. Italian marble counter tops, cherry wood cabinets with hand-carved inlays, 

fabulous tile work wherever she looked, everything about the kitchen, as well as every 

inch of the rest of the house screamed “the most expensive in the world, period.” 

Dianne was busy cooking her most famous traditional Jewish meal: greasy matzo 

ball soup, pot roast – not too lean, with gravy – not lean at all, potato kugel made with 

real chicken fat, and for dessert triple bypass surgery. It all smelled wonderful and, come 

on, if you only have it once in a while . . . that was Dianne’s rationale in spite of the fact 

that she cooked an equally unhealthful meal every Friday night.  

Dianne hugged, kissed, and then held her older sister at arm’s length. Marilyn 

despised this ritual. Dianne was examining her, cataloging the ravages of time. It wasn’t 

that Marilyn looked bad, she had just decided to accept the aging process. That meant no 

hair color, no collagen, no Botox, no anti-aging crème made from lamb placenta by a 

famous Swiss dermatologist. That had been a birthday gift from Dianne. The nasty gray 

paste with the funny smell was supposed to literally dissolve the wrinkles away. The 

sisters squabbled when Marilyn didn’t simply explode with joy and gratitude over the 

very pricey quarter-ounce birthday gift. 

“You do realize that’s from a famous Swiss dermatologist,” Dianne said after 

seeing Marilyn toss the tiny tube atop the “Biggie Shot Tupoc” T-shirt the nephews had 

given her. 

“Do you honestly believe that this is from some famous Swiss dermatologist?” 

Marilyn asked making the gift seem hardly worth the hundred and twenty-five dollars 
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Dianne had paid for it. “And do you think, somehow, the Swiss know more about skin 

care than anyone else on the planet?”  

“Of course they do. They’re Swiss,” Dianne said, defending what she imagined to 

be an entire nation with beautiful, glowing skin. 

“Have you ever even seen a person from Switzerland?” Marilyn asked. 

“Whenever I see them, they’re always wearing helmets and facemasks and driving 

bobsleds. For all I know, all the Swiss have acne.”   

“You take that back,” Dianne had screamed, while wondering, how could they 

have such beautiful skin and still eat all that chocolate? It had to be the lamb placenta.  

As Dianne examined Marilyn for deepening crow’s feet, Marilyn looked at 

Dianne and felt sorry for her. Dianne had already undergone a few “procedures,” as she 

liked to call them: a nose job, a mini-lift, her eyes done, shots for the lips. She was 

getting dangerously close to the border of Phyllis Diller–Cher–Carol Burnett Land – the 

land where little girls go to look like caricatures from claymation cartoons. The chin 

implant is what gets most overly zealous devotees of cosmetic surgery through the gate. 

That’s the procedure that makes people no longer look real, the chin implant or any breast 

implant over size 40 and past the letter D.  

Looking at her sister, wondering what happened to the real Dianne, Marilyn 

didn’t know that earlier that very afternoon Dianne had been at her plastic surgeon’s 

office picking out a new chin, the Kirk Douglas. The lack of a cleft was all that stood 

between Dianne and true happiness.  

Dinner was served. Marilyn helped Dianne set the food on the beautiful George 

Nakashima dining room table. On most nights, Berta the housekeeper would serve. But 



Sotkin/The Comatose Adventures of Lenny Rose   
 

51 

Dianne never made Berta work on Shabbat, feeling that Berta should be celebrating the 

Sabbath at her own home, making some trans-fatty feast for her own family. First to the 

dining room were the nephews, Max and Zack. Seventeen and fifteen, both had sprung up 

to an even six feet tall with the good looks of youth and engaging smiles. Even if they 

weren’t especially bright, to their Aunt Marilyn they were, without a doubt, 

extraordinary. Max lifted her up in a hug; Zack tousled her hair, both boys enjoying their 

newfound physical dominance over the adult world. For Marilyn it was a joy. 

Before Marilyn had finished bathing in Max and Zack love, Charles entered the 

dining room with Irwin Kapinsky. He was everything Marilyn imagined an Irwin 

Kapinsky would be. Too tall and too lanky, with pants pulled too high, held up by a belt 

that was too long for his skinny waist. Kinky white hair that looked like an out-of-date 

perm from the eighties, horn-rimmed glasses that sat on a massive hook nose, the thick 

lenses magnifying tiny pale blue eyes. This guy was, as the good old boys say down 

South, a real Jew.  

 Irwin. Irving. Isadore. Hyman. Names given a generation ago as a last refusal to 

assimilate. They are names that have a life of their own. These are not the names of 

movie stars. They are names that have their own genetic codes that turn out the likes of 

Irwin Kapinsky. 

Dianne said the brucha and lit the Sabbath candles. All were seated, Marilyn next 

to Irwin. Charles led them all in the motzi, and then gave each a tiny piece of challah 

bread for good luck. Marilyn said a silent prayer, which gave God a number of choices: 

He could turn Irwin Kapinsky into a handsome prince. He could strike Dianne dead with 
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a bolt of lightning. Or He could simply transport Marilyn back to her home with some 

terrific Thai takeout, maybe her favorite barbecued pork – even though it’s not  

kosher. . . but did that really matter since the ancient rabbis who wrote the dietetic laws 

had no idea that pork would some day be the other white meat? Oh, and please help all of 

those injured in Santa Monica, especially Lenny Rose. Suddenly, tears began to run down 

Marilyn Gruber’s cheeks as she prayed. Yes, especially Lenny Rose. Amen.  

 

 

There’s lots more. You can order the rest of the book, either a hard copy or e-

book by visiting www.marcsotkin.com .  And if you write a review, and email me the 

link to it, I’ll send you a discount code for $5.00 off my new novel, With Time Off For 

Bad Behavior.  You can get the first fifty pages of that book for free too by visiting my 

website. I love hearing from readers so let me know what you think.  

Marc 
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