
Deleted Scenes 

By Thomas Vaughn 

 When Dean turned-off the ignition the Datsun began its habitual death shudders. It had 

been doing this for almost three months. Whenever he stopped the engine the car gasped 

desperately like a hospice patient trying to choke out a few more minutes of life. He knew that if 

he simply pumped the gas pedal the spasms would stop, but instead he just sat there listening. On 

the positive side, with its cracked windshield and sunbaked paint his shabby ride did not really 

stand-out in the Van Nuys neighborhood. After about twenty seconds the shuddering finally 

terminated with one final, death rattle. 

 He patted the dashboard and said “You and me dying a slow death with a million other 

lost souls.” Dean was not a man to pass on cheap symbolism. 

 The evening air welcomed him as he stepped from the car and lit a cigarette. The traffic 

was unusually light and there were only a couple of pedestrians, one being an ancient Japanese 

woman pushing a shopping cart full of rags up the sidewalk with a look of grim concentration. 

He wished he had a five to give her, but instead all he could offer was a smile. Then, in a 

moment of self-absorption, he comforted himself that he hadn’t hit the bottom yet—although he 

was getting damn close. After scanning the street he saw the theatre’s marquis. It read “Cannibal 

Hell.” It wasn’t until he had gotten the invitation that he had even realized that there was a movie 

house in this area. It was one of those outdated double screens bracketed by dismal looking 

offices. How the developers had missed their chance to gut it and turn it into call center was a 

true mystery. Beneath the film’s title the marquis read “Special Guest: Dean Wood.” He shook 

his head and sighed. 
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 His career had not been a distinguished one. His best gig was a sidekick role on an 

eighties cop show that had run four seasons. After that it was all just shorts and TV walk-ons. 

Over the past ten years those bit parts had gradually dried up. Whenever he was remembered, 

which was extremely rare, it was for Cannibal Hell. It was his first role—a mindless gore fest 

shot in Brazil with a mentally ill German director named Hans Ostermann who specialized in 

exploitation films. Cannibal Hell was considered Ostermann’s masterpiece. Interest in the film 

was boosted by a perverse mythology that grew-up around it such rumors of snuff sequences and 

antisocial behavior on the set. It was mostly just hype designed to reel in the customers, but there 

was no denying that the film delivered on its promise to agitate viewers. It was devoid of 

humanity and it was precisely this cruel lack of empathy that had launched it as an underground 

cult classic in the intervening years.  

 Dean took a few drags and thought about getting back in his car and heading to the 

squalid Long Beach bungalow he rented. “It only takes one mistake” he said wistfully, thinking 

about how things might have been different if Ostermann had not singled him out during the 

casting call. Of course his first and only lead would turn out to be something like this. Then he 

looked at the Datsun and thought about the three hundred dollar appearance fee. “A man’s got to 

eat” he muttered and dropped the cigarette on the ground with a wry smile forming on his face.  

 He sauntered toward the ticket window in no particular hurry. In the intervening 35 years 

since the movie’s release he had gained a paunch and lost some hair, but he did keep up with the 

tan and could still flash that smile. There did not seem to be a lot of cars in the parking spaces 

and he cultivated the hope the show would be sparsely attended because that meant a quick exit. 

There was an attractive woman in the box office looking at her phone who did not seem to notice 

when he leaned his shoulder against the glass. 



 
Deleted Scenes 3 

 

 “Still got room in there for me?” he asked. He hated himself the moment he said it. She 

was twenty-five years younger and would have no interest in a Hollywood washout like him. 

Sometimes it seemed like a switch that he couldn’t turn-off—the whole clown act. It was the 

damn movie. It seemed as if all the hate they had poured into it there in the jungle had animated 

it like some celluloid tapeworm that devoured a little more of his career each time it unspooled in 

front of a projector beam. 

 The woman glanced up without any recognition. “The show started thirty minutes ago.” 

 “I know. I’ve seen it before. I’m Dean Wood.” 

 “You’re late,” she said without affect.  

“Yeah, see the traffic and all…” He couldn’t admit the truth which was that he 

would rather be anywhere other than here and it was only because of the vodka tonics 

that he had showed—that and the money.  

Without taking her eyes off of him she lifted the phone to her ear and spoke 

inaudibly. After a brief conversation she motioned him around to the door. Once inside 

he was met by a guy in his thirties with wire-rim glasses.  

 “Mr. Wood, I’m Steve,” he said. “We spoke on the phone.”  

 “Nice to meet you Steve, please call me Dean. Sorry about being late and all that.” 

 “No problem. The Q and A doesn’t start until after the film. Can I get you something?” 

The guy did not seem that excited to meet Dean—just business. That was fine. 

 “No. No worries,” Dean said shaking his head. “Say Steve, I did not see a lot of cars out 

there. Anyone show?” 

 “Actually we have a full house.” Steve evidently saw the surprise on Dean’s face. “There 

has been a resurgence of interest in Ostermann’s work since he died last year.” 
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 Dean’s smile vanished for a moment. “Ostermann died?” 

 “Yes. You didn’t know?” 

 Dean felt a strange sadness. It wasn’t that he had liked Ostermann. The director was not 

the kind of guy you wanted to get close to. He had been insufferably temperamental and lacked 

compassion for other humans. “No, I didn’t actually. We didn’t keep in touch after the film and I 

don’t like reading the obits.” It was strange. While he had never cared for Ostermann it didn’t 

seem right that he would have missed the man’s death given the fact that they shared this modest 

fame together. It suddenly struck Dean that while they never spoke the director had remained a 

looming presence in his life. In fact, there probably wasn’t a single aspect of Dean’s existence 

that had not been shaped by Ostermann’s brutal vision of the world. 

 Steve gestured for Dean to follow and they entered a side door that led to a passageway 

that ran alongside the theatre. The building was old and very musty. As a man who had been 

living on the edge of oblivion Dean was familiar with that smell. It was the smell of a place that 

only received air conditioning a few times a year. You could still smell the baked vinyl and 

particle board despite the cool air. The passage was lit by a few flickering ceiling lamps. On the 

other side of the wall he heard one of the many torture scenes from Cannibal Hell blaring like a 

revenant he couldn’t escape. Dean winced at the screeching sound. It was the bit where one of 

those weird tree rats gets its belly opened up with a knife while it is still alive. There was no 

special effect in the scene, just one of the characters sticking a knife in the rat and slitting it up 

the middle while the creature writhed and shrieked.  

 “Usually they edit that scene out,” said Dean a little annoyed. 

 Steve turned around and eyed him blandly. “No, this one is partially restored.” 



 
Deleted Scenes 5 

 

 “Partially restored? Well good.” So that is how it was. He was wondering why he had not 

gotten a really warm reception. So there was a good chance he would have a hostile crowd—

uptight feminists and PETA freaks. He almost turned to leave, but then he thought about the 

Datsun. He really needed that three hundred dollars. All right, if they needed someone to pillory 

for Ostermann’s sins he could take it. He had taken worse over the years.  

 Steve motioned him to a chair and the two of them sat in the wings waiting for Cannibal 

Hell to finish working its dark magic. The movie did not have much of a plot. Dean played an 

anthropology student sent to the jungle with a film crew to prove the bloody ape hypothesis—

that humans were no more than savages once you removed the trappings of civilization. Most of 

the cast were Yanimamo tribesman who spent most of the film torturing people or fleeing the 

predations of the film crew who, in true Heart of Darkness fashion, were caught-up by the 

momentum of their own latent sadism. Dean frowned as he remembered the way Ostermann had 

chastised him after he refused to cut that tree rat. That was not Dean’s thing. He might have been 

naïve, but he was not going to cut up a living animal. But Ostermann had cast this Spanish 

psychopath named Elias who was all too happy to get some screen time. It seemed like all that 

guy did was butcher animals—even when the camera wasn’t rolling. 

 While the two men waited for the movie to end Dean observed his surroundings. There 

was the familiar red glow of an exit light and dirty curtains. The ceiling tiles had brown water 

stains. It looked as if no one had swept the floor in years. “Say Steve, I think I see some roach 

bait over in that corner that is older than you are.” 

 The young man glanced in the direction indicated. “Boric acid? Yeah, that’s probably 

been there for a while. You know this place was actually built back in the thirties by a Baptist 

minister who wanted to use it to show Christian educational films.” 
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 “Is that so? You know that’s real interesting. By the way, about my fee…” 

 Steve looked at him quizzically. 

 “My money Steve. The three hundred.” 

 Wordlessly the host pulled out his wallet and extracted three one-hundred dollar bills and 

handed them to Dean. “I hope you do not mind cash.” 

 “Cash works just fine. Thanks.” If the guy felt any discomfort at Dean asking to be paid 

up front he did not show it. By the time the money was in his wallet Cannibal Hell was wrapping 

up. The plot predictably resolved with the entire film crew being killed by vengeful, bloodthirsty 

Indians. Dean’s character had been the last to go in a prolonged torture sequence that involved 

dismemberment and impalement on a large spit. 

 Dean remained in the wings when the house-lights came up and Steve walked out on to 

the small stage and began his introduction. Dean had been through this rodeo enough times not 

to be nervous. “Charm to disarm” was his motto. You needed to tap dance around the tough 

questions and maybe show a bit of regret. Actually he didn’t needed to fake that. Most of all he 

would distance himself from Ostermann. Dean was only an actor, not the architect.  

 When he was cued he walked out on stage and was surprised by the applause that, while 

not uproarious, was at least a notch above polite. Perhaps it would not be such a bad night after 

all. There were chairs positioned facing the spectators and the two men sat after shaking hands. 

The crowd was what you would expect. They were film geeks and pseudo-academics along with 

a few Silicon Valley hipsters slumming it up on a Friday night. 

 The first question came from a woman in her forties who asked why he had signed on 

with the project. Dean feigned embarrassment as the audience laughed nervously. “Ah hell, I was 

an eighteen year old kid from a small town in Washington. I had been in the big city for six 
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months and was still sleeping on the floor of this girl I knew. Then along comes this big time 

director—or at least what appeared to be a big time director and he wants to cast me as the lead 

in this movie. He tells me they’re going to shoot on location in South America and I thought I 

had hit it big—thought I had it made. But I was just a dumb kid.” 

 He was glad to have that one in the bag because it showed them he was human—not the 

monster on the screen. The next question came from a college kid—probably UCLA from the 

look of him. “What was it like to work with Hans Ostermann?” Dean adopted a thoughtful pose. 

“It was difficult. I honestly cannot tell you why he cast me. I just a read a couple of lines and he 

said ‘you have the job.’ It was the shortest audition I ever had. We fought a good bit on the set 

though. He had this way of peering down at you through these thick spectacles when you did 

something wrong. A lot of the scenes had to be done in one take—like the part where Elias 

shoots the goat. I actually flubbed my lines there. I had never seen an animal shot before. 

Ostermann was livid, but by the next day he had decided it actually gave the scene more 

authenticity. We were always up and down like that.” 

 Then an older woman, an academic type, asked him what he thought about the film’s 

depictions of torture and sexual assault against women. It was time to tap-dance. “Well, you 

know they’re not very good. But the film was a product of its times. A lot of the horror films 

back in the late fifties and early sixties expressed a kind of panic about sexuality. When we got 

to the seventies and early eighties something else had taken over. There was this unsettling, 

nihilistic mean-streak in them. They really seemed to revel in sexual abuse. I don’t know what it 

means about our country that people wanted to watch that sort of thing. Maybe after decades of 

repression we didn’t know what healthy sexuality looked like. But Cannibal Hell was certainly 

among the worst of the worst. I for one am glad that you don’t see films like this anymore.” It 
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was always good to throw-in a little cultural psycho-babble to cloud the water. Dean realized he 

was enjoying himself, the way he always did when he was performing. 

 Then a fat kid with shoulder length, kinky hair stood up and before he could his ask his 

question Dean interrupted by saying “Hey man, Guns and Roses called and they want their hair 

back.” There were a few giggles from the crowd before Dean added “I’m just kidding you man. 

That’s before your time. Go ahead with your question.” 

 The kid smiled good-naturedly then said “My cousin said you actually shot some guy 

when you were making the film but that they left it out so that you wouldn’t go to jail.” 

 Dean had been waiting for this one and smiled patiently. “It was the era of exploitation 

films. Anything a company could say to get people talking about a movie was important. When 

you are appealing to the lowest common denominator there is no such thing as bad press. I can 

tell you without a doubt that no one was actually killed during the making of this film. Sorry if 

that is a disappointment.” 

 “Perhaps it is time for one of our deleted scenes.” Things had been going so well Dean 

had forgotten that Steve was still on stage with him until he started speaking. 

 “Deleted scenes? I thought you just showed the restored version.” 

 “I said partially restored. Upon his death Mr. Ostermann’s estate was kind enough to 

donate the edited scenes to our organization.” Before Dean had a chance to argue Steve nodded 

and the projection booth whirred into life and the lights partially dimmed. Dean shrugged to the 

crowd then turned to the screen with an indulgent smile. It was one of those cinema verite 

segments with the unsteady camera. The scene opens with Elias on top of a bloodied Indian 

pressing his face into the ground. Then Dean appeared in the scene. He could not remember the 

take but it was him alright. It was sad to see his younger self on the screen. He had been a 
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handsome kid with shoulder length brown hair and an innocent smile. Maybe that was why 

Ostermann had cast him. Something in that guy had really reveled in defiling anything that did 

not conform to his dirty vision of the world.  

He watched as his younger self put a gun to the back of the Indian’s head and pulled the 

trigger. Bits of scalp and skull plastered the leaves as the man’s cranium jumped like it had been 

kicked. Elias then turned the dead man’s face toward the camera so that the viewer got a good 

look at the exit hole in the forehead. After the audience got a long look the camera panned back 

to Dean who was ranting in ecstatic excitement. “The human rights revolution is a delusion! This 

is real! Here in this place human’s battle for resources and our true nature comes out! We are 

savages! No more lies! Murder! Rape! As we are the masters of truth so we are the masters of 

hell!” 

The scene ended and the projector went silent. Dean did not know what to say. It had 

clearly been him on the screen, but he had no memory of it. 

“That take seemed very… authentic,” said Steve after a pause. No one in the theatre said 

a word. All the positive vibes had been sucked right out of the room. “Would you mind telling us 

how it was staged?” 

“Yeah,” said Dean. “I mean I would like to, but I can’t remember it.” Steve stared at him, 

strangely impassive. Dean wondered if this was some type of set-up. “I mean it was a long time 

ago and I may not remember every scene, but I am pretty sure we didn’t hurt anything but our 

careers and a few animals.” He turned to the audience and tried to smile, but found that he could 

not look at them. He rubbed jaw uncomfortably.  

“Mr. Woods? Are you all right?” 

“Yeah, sure. Just didn’t expect that.” 
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“Well then perhaps you could talk us through this one.” Before Dean had recovered 

himself the projector came to life and again he was confronted by that phantom self that he 

thought long dead. This time there was no sound. He was copulating with a tribeswoman. Her 

face was streaked with tears. The Yanomamo were not actors and had received their instructions 

through an interpreter and hand gestures. It was striking that the distress on her face looked real. 

She stared at the camera as if imploring whoever was running it to intervene. The shot panned 

down, revealing that the sex was not simulated. Dean felt himself growing ill. His head started to 

swim a little. The scene ended with him standing up and buttoning his jeans while Elias appeared 

with his machete and decapitated the woman. 

Again the projector went silent. The moderator placed his hands in his lap and said “so 

you don’t remember that either?” 

Dean stared at the blank screen. “I don’t. I honestly don’t remember that. That’s not who 

I am. I may not be much, but I’m not like that.” Even as the words came out of his mouth he 

knew that it was him on the screen. Why couldn’t he remember? Drugs? They had smoked a 

little pot. That could not be it. Maybe some type of split self after a traumatic event. But 

wouldn’t he have PTSD symptoms? He looked to the crowd as if they might have the answer, 

but all he saw was a dilapidated movie theatre filled with empty seats. ‘You’re losing it,’ he 

thought.  

This time the moderator simply nodded and the projector pierced the darkness one last 

time. Dean’s head jerked back to the screen. His younger self was naked and smeared in blood. 

This time he spoke directly to the camera, his voice occupying that liminal zone between tears 

and laughter. “What’s wrong Ostermann? Am I violating the fourth wall? We have violated 

bigger boundaries than that. We murdered our own shame, you and I. Buried it in the jungle, 
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didn’t we? And we musn’t let our scarce resources go to waste.” Then he leered into the camera 

and began chewing a piece of raw, bloody flesh. While the identity of the meat was not specified, 

he somehow knew that it was human. It had been so many years. That kid was dead—murdered 

by the industry that had sucked the life out of him. Why was he coming back now? As shock set 

in Dean began to tremble as the image dissolved into a shot of the Indians gathered around in a 

semi-circle staring the camera in dull insolence. He searched their faces for some type of 

accusation, but all he saw was a desire to inflict pain. For a long time he could not tear his eyes 

away from this congregation. He had the feeling they were looking right back at him through the 

barriers of time and brittle celluloid. 

Finally he turned to the moderator, but instead of the man he had come to know as Steve 

he saw Hans Ostermann. He was older and there were purple blotches around his rheumy eyes.   

“Hans? Mr. Ostermann… What?” Dean’s eyes clouded with tears. His body trembled 

violently and he had no awareness of anything outside of the apparition before him. Crossing the 

space between them Ostermann helped Dean to his feet, his body stinking of rotten, jungle death. 

Placing one hand around Dean’s shoulder, they turned and walked toward the tribesmen gathered 

on the screen. 

“Why me?” gasped Dean. “Why me?” 

“Because I knew you would give me everything you had,” said the director and as they 

crossed the threshold to the waiting carnivorous ants and the spit prominently displayed in the 

background it was clear to everyone that Ostermann’s masterpiece had been fully restored.   
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