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In memory of Peg Entwistle
And for Jim Goddard


ONE

A perfect morning in late June. The last of the mist had burned away and the smog had yet to settle as he took the offramp from the new Olympic Parkway and rattled north through Hollywood in his battered ’36 Ford. Stargazy queues were already lengthening outside the feelie houses for today’s first shows. Backstabber Wife, starring Trudy Rester—whoever the hell she was—was on at the Aladdin, and The Wonderful Prairie and Midnight’s Dust were in continuous double bill at the Classic, both featuring Saffron Knowles and James H. Pack, and he hadn’t heard of them, either. Not for the first time, he told himself that he should pay more attention to the industry on which this city thrived.

Today was his chance. Up along Franklin beside the high fences of the new Paramount-Shindo studios. On past the stores offering sightseeing tours and the boys selling maps of the stars and girls selling themselves and the plateglass boutiques and the bars which were already open for the morning, or hadn’t yet closed from the night before. And up. Into the hills.

There were pines. White clouds. Air so clean it tasted like God’s aftershave. The Ford’s engine made an ominous coughing sound as it climbed the hairpins. It wasn’t used to this kind of world. Neither was he.

* * *

He took the grade above Stone Canyon. The road here kicked and turned, with fine views all the way to the Pacific. He was struggling with his street guide as it flapped on the passenger seat when a siren blooped behind him. Cursing, he pulled away from the drop and into the farside verge as the other car swung around in front just before a large private estate sign that announced Woodsville.

Not a police car, although you’d have to look twice to be sure. The same black Mercury sedan the LAPD used. It even had the siren, and the blue toplight, although a badge on the side announced Gladmont Securities. Upscale areas like this used these kinds of companies to keep out sightseers and ne’er-do-wells.

Just to show willing, he uncricked himself from his Ford and put on his best aw shucks grin as the security guard—who was lean and tall, and carrying a gun in a pop-down leather holster on his belt—approached. The sunlight was turning the waters of the reservoir beneath them to glittering gold. The sun was doing a pretty good job up here all round.

“You got business in this area?” The security guard was wearing aviator sunglasses and the sort of uniform you saw in pictures of those German parades, right down to the peaked cap. The armband might as well have had a swastika, but it was just another Gladmont Securities shield.

“Wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

The security guard’s reflected gaze traveled up and down more slowly. Absorbed in greater detail the suit, which was faded yellow at the hem and edges from too much dry cleaning, the frayed necktie which had worked loose from his shirt collar, which was loose and frayed as well, and finally the shoes, which lacked the intense shine of the trouser knees. The gaze then traveled back to the dusty, two door, black Ford Tudor which had seen considerably better years, let alone days.

“Maybe this’ll help…” He reached into the outside pocket of his suit coat and removed a letter. It drooped from the dampness of his fingers as he held it out.

The security guard’s thin lips pursed as he studied it. “So you’re the addressee? Clark Gable?”

Nice, that: addressee. “Yeah. That’s right.”

“And you’re here to see a Mrs April Lamotte up in Woodsville?”

“She wrote the letter. Said that was what she wanted. As you can see, I’m supposed to be there at ten o-clock.”

“You realize it’s quarter gone already?“

“The longer we stand here, the more I’m late.”

“Do you have any other proof of identity?”

Making sure he got the letter back first, Clark reached into his top pocket and produced one of his business cards. Watching as the security guard studied it, he decided he really needed to splash out on a fresh print run without the telephone number changed and then crossed out.

“So you’re a private eye?” The security guard folded over the card’s corner and pocketed it.

“That’s what it says. My permit’s in the car.”

The security guard didn’t exactly raise his eyebrows; at least not as far as Clark could tell behind those sunglasses. It was more subtle than that. “You’re carrying a gun?”

“Never could bother with the things.” He opened his arms to show willing. “Pat me down if you like.”

What Clark could see of the tan, long face remained resolutely deadpan. This guy wasn’t much like any security guard he’d ever encountered. Far too young and too slim to be an ex-cop, and most of the rest were paid bullies. Then there was his light voice and cultured manner, which didn’t fit either—more like the guy was playing a role—although he reckoned the explanation was most likely the usual one you found when you came across someone doing seemingly odd work in this city. With those nice cheekbones, that regular complexion and thin, expressive mouth, he was probably just another actor between roles.

The security guard gave an eloquent smile, then he turned from Clark and with a rasp of his steel-tipped heels strode over to the far side of the road. He began to whistle tunelessly as he regarded the view. “Some fine morning, isn’t it, Mr Gable?” he said eventually.

“I was just thinking the same myself.” The whistling began again. The birds sang. The guard remained standing gazing at the view across the reservoir. Clark got the impression that this was one of those moments which could go on and on.

“By the way,” he asked, “you don’t happen to know the exact way I should be going to get to my client, do you?”

“The exact way?” Something close to amusement played across the guard’s face as he turned and wrapped his long fingers around his gleaming belt. “Don’t think I do. All I can honestly recommend, Mr Gable, is that you keep on going in the direction you’re already on…”


TWO

Woodsville. An exclusive development of the kind you saw advertised in the back of shiny magazines, but never for real. He passed a clumpy-looking guy pushing a wheelbarrow beside the lush hedges. A place like this, even roadsides were planted with brilliant borders and kept trim and neat. 

There were no gates. No dogs, either. Or only the sort that sat on their matrons’ laps and licked the cream from their coffee. No sign of any of the security guard’s colleagues, either, and Clark was just starting to wish he’d stopped to ask the wheelbarrow guy for directions when he saw a big slab of polished stone carved with the word Erewhon on a slope beneath a fuchsia hedge. He braked and turned up the steep drive.

The overheating Ford made it across the last of the gravel before it stalled. There were big bushes of bright flowers. There was cool dampness in the air which felt good on his face as he climbed out and unpicked his suit from off his back and around his crotch. The house was a Chinese puzzle in glass and brick, when he’d been calculating on mock Gothic or farmhouse French. But that was probably next door, and the one which looked like a Greek or a Roman temple would be the one beyond that.

Two cars were parked by the steps. One was a dark red Cadillac Series 90, the latest model with the V16 engine, and the other a rare and beautiful cream-colored French sports coupé—a Delahaye. His Ford Tudor, which was wheezing and ticking like an unsprung clock as it cooled, didn’t look like a machine which had been designed to serve anything remotely like the same purpose as these. The Delahaye was particularly superb. Its top was down. There were so many buttons and switches it looked like the console of an airplane.

Erewhon’s front door was smoked glass. The sides around it were angled, and of glass as well. Several dozen different versions of Clark Gable swam up to him as he climbed to the last stretch of marble and searched for a doorbell, or a knocker, or anything resembling a handle. Then came a small, electric hum, and the doors opened neither in nor out, but sideways into hidden recesses.

Stepping inside, he called hello. Seemingly with a will entirely of their own, the sides of the door hummed shut behind him. The huge, polished hallway shimmered with dark reflections like silent birds. Should have done what he often did when he first saw a client and wandered around back on the pretense of not being able to find the right entrance—which would have made perfect sense here. Or talked to the neighbors. Or the servants or the houseboys. Or that gardener, maybe. Anything, really, other than just charge straight in like he had. He’d got distracted by the beautiful roadster, and the way the sun had flashed and sparkled on that reservoir, and the security guard, and the eau de cologne-scented air.

The hallway opened into a kind of atrium. His voice echoed and was lost as he called hello again. There was glass above him. Clouds fractured where the edges of the panes met as if they’d been put together like some huge, moving jigsaw. He caught glimpses of antique sofas and rugs in empty rooms. Flowers everywhere. Some of them were real. Some were in paintings. With some he couldn’t tell.

He reached a corridor. It was long and wide and tall, set to the left with dozens of windows open to the gardens beyond. White curtains drifted, bringing in the scent of cut grass. Midway along it, something else seemed to be moving, although he took it at first to be the curtains’ shifting reflections caught in mirror glass.

Close to, he realized that this was something else. He felt a cool pre-thunderstorm prickle across the hairs on his hands and forearms and down his neck which even he, who rarely went to the feelies, recognized as coming from a Bechmeir field. But this wasn’t like the dusty grids which fizzed behind the projector screen in thousands of theaters in every town and city across the country. This field coiled like gusting snow—or a dust devil—in the space between a black plinth and the swan-neck which curved six or seven feet above it. Held between the two charged plates which this structure, elegant in itself, supported, the feelie wraith gave off a faint crackling as it shimmered and danced. The plinth looked to be made of solid marble, although he guessed that it wasn’t; you had to put all the electronics somewhere, and he presumed that it was in there. A brass plaque—or solid gold, for all he knew—was inset into the plinth. Finely engraved on it was the single word Muse.

This, he supposed, was what you got. What you got, that was, when you’d already got the house, and the Cadillac and the Delahaye and all those gardens and the walk-in closet you could get seriously lost in.

He felt a thickening in his throat and the imminent pressure of sound within his ears as he looked up at it. It really had been years since he’d been to a feelie theater, and he’d forgotten just how powerful the sensation was when you stood before the plasm of a Bechmeir field. And how unsettlingly weird. No use telling yourself that some tiny nub in your brain was simply picking up the amplified waves of a clever recording. No use thinking of wires and transformers. And here, unaccompanied by the usual moving images and soundtrack, the feeling seemed to be strengthened rather than weakened.

Instead of a shapeless blur, the swirl, the presence, of the wraith seemed to form itself into a misty amalgam. Translucent mouths smiled down at him. Limbs stretched out in chill embrace. He caught flashes of vanished laughter, dark whispers of lost lives. He blinked hard. He knew how easy it was to get drawn in by a Bechmeir field’s tawdry allure. But it didn’t feel tawdry. Not at the time. That was the damndest thing.

“You’re like everyone else who comes here, Mr Gable…”

He turned. Something was coming towards him from the far end of the corridor. It seemed for a moment to be dark and indefinite, and he felt a sense of dread. But then he saw that the figure was human, and that it was female, and plainly composed of flesh and blood.

“…that damn thing stops almost everyone in their tracks. I’m April Lamotte. You obviously got my letter.” She held out a hand. She smelled expensive and she’d recently put on some kind of hand cream, but the grip was hard and purposeful. As was the way that she was looking at him. “Have to say you’re not quite what I was hoping for, Mr Gable. No, not at all, really. But I guess you’ll have to do.”

“Mrs Lamotte…” He cleared his throat as she finally let go of him. “You have a very nice place here.”

She glanced around as if the thought had never struck her. “You don’t think it over-ostentatious?”

“I’m hardly equipped to judge.”

“But you wouldn’t want to live here?”

“Not sure I’d know how.”

“There probably is a knack to it.” She gave a sharp laugh. Standing as close to the wraith as they still were, he tried not to shiver. “One I’m still attempting to learn…” She turned and headed back along the corridor towards the room from which she had emerged, glancing back as he followed in a way which he might normally have thought of as almost flirtatious. Here, he wasn’t sure. This really was a different world.


THREE

“Please sit down.”

April Lamotte looked gracefully young in the measured way that only rich, mature women ever did. She was wearing a pale green silk pants suit and seemingly little else. She was slim, almost thin—not his type, really—and her feet were bare. She had lustrous center-parted, red hair. He already had her down as a sharp and determined piece of work as she gestured for him to sit on a long couch.

His ass sank and his legs bobbed high, but she remained standing, her fingers turning her gold wedding ring in quick circles, and he was glad to see that small sign of nervousness.

“You did as I asked? You brought the letter? No one else knows or is at all aware that you’re coming here?”

He nodded. Clients were often over-obsessed with secrecy, and that security guard who’d stopped his car really didn’t seem worth mentioning. “Discretion’s a given in the sort of work I do, Mrs Lamotte.”

“As you can see, I’ve given leave to all my servants. None of this must come out. Absolutely nothing. Ever. You understand? I’d like that letter now. May I have it please? And the envelope…?”

He watched her flick a large silver lighter, turn the papers under its flame and lay the burning, blackening remains in a big crystal ashtray. The process made him wonder again how the letter, and the enticing fifty-C note which had come with it, had arrived at his delivery locker back in Venice with no stamp or postmark.

”Maybe,” he said, “you could tell me a little more of what all this is about. Perhaps we could begin with some basic details—”

“I’m more than aware of the sort of work you do, Mr Gable. Before you start asking questions which aren’t appropriate, I should tell you that I don’t want a divorce. Neither is my husband having any kind of affair. In a way, perhaps, that might have helped.”

“You say you know what I do, Mrs Lamotte,” he said. “But I think you should know what I don’t do as well. There’s no violence or coercion. I don’t carry a gun. Beyond parking fines, for which I bill as normal, I try to avoid breaking any kind of law. I may help evidence along but I don’t manufacture it. In fact, most of what I do is simply to find out about what people are already doing, and then make sure it’s witnessed and photographed as cleanly and clearly as such things ever can be. My hourly rate’s three dollars.”

April Lamotte made a small gesture of dismissal; even the tripling of his normal fee didn’t faze her. It was hard to tell the exact color of her eyes, although he’d have guessed at green. There was a slight pinch at the tip of her nose which, in its own way, wasn’t unattractive. The light was strange in here, dim after the brightness of those corridors, lit from a semi-circular bay of half-closed drapes which covered a wider sweep of window, but caught within the gloss of so many shining objects, this silk-clad woman included, that it sort of had a quality and substance of its own. Like fresh paint, the shine of that Delahaye’s dials, or that feelie ghost.

“You’ll have a drink?” She slung ice from a silver bucket into a cut glass jug.

Clark, who had sunk down so far by now into the couch that he was in a sort of embryonic hunch, attempted the gesture of someone who wouldn’t normally think of drinking this early in the day but was prepared to be sociable.

She poured with quick ease. He strained over his knees to take the glass, which was heavy and cold and deeply cut. The fluid inside was flecked with stuff which could have been mint, but the taste was so cold and sharp it was impossible to tell. Just the way he always did with any client, he watched the way April Lamotte drank. A short sip, and that was all. She was no lush.

“Mind if I smoke?” He tapped a roll-up against its case. She nodded and took one of her own from a lacquered Japanese cigarette box. Her cigarette was baby blue. They shared the flame of the lighter. She blew a plume of smoke. Outside, the soft sounds of morning filled this opulent valley. Birds and bees and distant lawnmowers were chirruping and buzzing and droning. Something about the way April Lamotte was standing there, sheathed in the glisten of silk, reminded him again of that feelie ghost along the corridor. He pushed the idea away.

“What I want from you, Mr Gable,” she said, “what I’ll pay you for, and pay you royally by your standards—is for you to play my husband. I want you to become Daniel Lamotte.”


FOUR

If there was one thing which he’d learned in his job, it was when to make an exit. He could swig back the rest of this drink, make some stupid non-apology, climb out of this couch. Keep the fifty, of course. And go.

“I’m sorry, Mrs Lamotte. I could take your suggestion one of several ways—and I don’t say that some of those ways don’t leave me flattered—but not one of them is the kind of work I do. If you’re looking for a chaperone, I guess I have a few friends who do that sort of thing when they’re between acting jobs. And if you’re looking for… Well, if you’re looking for more than a chaperone, there are some guys I know who—”

“I’m not looking for any of those things, Mr Gable. Or anything else you might imagine.”

“Well…” He gazed up at her, wondering why the hell he was still sitting here. “That’s okay too. I’m really not here to judge. But I’m not here to waste your time either.”

“You’re going to tell me next you’re a busy man, I suppose.”

The tone, the swagger, was new. April Lamotte was some piece, no doubt about it. She was unlike pretty much every other client he’d ever encountered. And he was almost certain by now that she was wearing nothing underneath her silky green trouser suit.

“I’m asking you not to leave, Mr Gable. More than asking. If you do, there will be consequences. Your State license, for example. That document you always say you have in the car, or at the office, or in the pocket of your other suit. As if you had another suit.” She gave a nasty chuckle. “Or a proper office. Or pay road tax on that rusty old car. Believe it or not Mr Gable, I’ve had you looked into—discreetly, I might add—and I do need the help of someone like you. You fit the bill in most ways, even if you’re not perhaps as good a match as I’d been hoping for…”

April Lamotte strode over to a dresser. She came back with a framed photograph. “Here.”

The frame was heavy and gilt-edged. He had to squint and tilt it before he could get a proper look at the photograph inside, which was of a guy standing before a low wall in that kind of hunch that tall men often affect. He was thickly bearded and wore heavy tortoiseshell glasses, along with suede loafers, pleated slacks and a white button-up tee shirt. His dark hair was messily slicked back so it stuck out around his noticeably protuberant ears. He wasn’t smiling and he had his hands stuffed in his pockets. He didn’t really look the sort of person who liked having their photograph taken.

“You can’t tell from the photo, but Dan’s got buck teeth much like yours. Never would have them fixed. Says they’re part of what he is. And he’s pretty much your exact height and build—and he’s got those jug ears as well. ” She gave another of those sharp laughs. “So maybe I shouldn’t have been quite so disappointed when I first saw you. I mean, how close can two men get? There’s Dan’s beard of course. False ones always look false. But all you need to do is say that you’ve shaved it off. You know how different men look after they’ve done that. Then you can add in the way you’ll look with something like Dan’s glasses on as well.”

She was getting way ahead of him. “So…” The photo made a dull clang as he laid it on the glass-top table. “…what is it that you want me to do?”

“As I say, I want you to become my husband. But only for a few hours. The risks are so small that they’re barely worth mentioning. And the rewards—well, what would you say to a thousand dollars?”

“I’d say that nobody gets paid that sort of money unless they’ve earned it. Or the person who’s paying is desperate.”

“Desperate.” She considered him and the word, her head tilted. “I wouldn’t say that exactly. But I do need your help. And I can make it extremely difficult for you if you walk out.”

“Where’s your husband now?”

“I’ll come to that.”

“And you want me to—“

“I’ll come to that as well. But first, let me tell you something about me and Dan… I won’t bore you with my life story, Mr Gable, but you should know that I grew up in mid-state nowhere and was always ambitious. I knew I wasn’t bad-looking, but I realized young that getting runner-up place in the local beauty pageant wouldn’t wash for much. My sister and I used to talk about it—make plans nights as we lay in bed. I decided to train as a nurse. I reckoned that that was the best chance I had of getting rich, and that LA was the best place to try. You know—changing the sheets and wiping the ass of some rich old guy in a big mansion who doesn’t see his family from one year to the next. A whirlwind romance, maybe a few blissful months of marriage, and then…”

“That’s a neat plan.”

“Is, isn’t it? Only trouble was, I wasn’t the first. You wouldn’t believe it, Mr Gable, but even the nursing agencies in the city of Los Angeles have a casting couch.”

He had to smile. “I believe I can.“

“I still had a plan, I still had hopes, but this was the start of the Great Depression and the only work I could get with my diploma was at the Metropolitan State Hospital—you know, the Met?”

He nodded. Of course he knew about the city lunatic asylum out in Norwalk. Kids on the streets taunted each other with its name.

“So there I was. Pretty much penniless and emptying bedpans and tightening the straps on straightjackets on sixteen hour shifts so I could afford to eat. I don’t know if you can imagine what working at the Met’s like.”

“To be honest Mrs Lamotte, I’m not terribly keen on those kinds of places.”

She paused to give him a look. “Who on this earth would be? Some of the patients—and a fair few of the people who work there—are enough to make you wonder what it means to be human. I’d come off shift and take the train back into the city so tired I was past sleeping, and I’d stop by late evenings at this rundown diner up on Bunker Hill called Edna’s Eats. It was there that I first saw Dan. He was just this quiet guy sitting nursing a coffee. But there was something about him. We ending up talking, and he admitted eventually that he was a writer. He wasn’t that proud of anything he’d written, but I was curious…”

She walked over to a cabinet on the room’s far side. Its doors revealed a bookshelf of shabby yellowish spines. She took some out. “You see.”

Dime novels. He turned them over. They had that rough yellow paper feel and smell of cheap glue. Vixens in the Dark. It Came From Beyond. Midnight Lust. War on the Alien Horror. Beautiful Corpse. The covers were deliciously lurid. Knives and guns. Taut bosoms and slack lipstick mouths. Futuristic cities and strange pulsating machines.

“He’d already written all of those,” she said as he studied the authors’ names. Sid Tulla. Frank F. Freeman. He particularly liked Luella Stand. “His real name was Daniel Hogg, and he said they were trash, but I bought a few and I read them on the train back from the Met. Those books, of their kind, were stunningly good, and I told Dan so, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone more pleased.”

“So you decided this guy was your ticket to the high life?”

“We fell in love, Mr Gable. I know this probably sounds ridiculous to you—and it certainly hadn’t been part of what I’d planned on getting out of this city—but there you are. We fell in love and we moved in together in this rathole apartment, and I soon realized that Daniel Hogg was wasting his talent.”

“His name wasn’t Lamotte?”

“Can you imagine anyone ever making it in this town with a name like Hogg? So, that was one of the first things we decided to change. I liked the Daniel bit, and my name, Lamotte, was just about the only thing about my past life I was proud of. So he became Daniel Lamotte even before we married and I got him to start writing screenplays which, even back then before the feelies, was obviously where the real money was. That, and I also got him to fire his agent.”

“Sounds like you were already doing that particular job for him, Mrs Lamotte.”

Those eyes, which he decided really were green, flashed. “I haven’t brought you here to justify myself. You can take this story any way you like…”

A story, he thought, which would have made a decent enough script itself. In fact, it probably was one, circulating somewhere from studio to studio in twentieth draft. Nurse (you’d probably need to make her an aspiring actress as well; no one would ever believe a good-looking broad in this city wanting to be anything else) meets pulp writer at some midnight diner. Maybe he’s scribbling on a notepad. Maybe she’s read one of his books. Or maybe she just spills coffee in his lap…

“I know this sounds over-fancy, but Dan lived to write. He’d never written any kind of script before, but the stuff just flowed out of him, and it was good. Between us, with him doing the writing and me quitting nursing and doing whatever was necessary—and I do mean whatever—to get his scripts noticed, we finally started to get some work. He was especially good at twists and endings—events which seem inevitable once you’ve seen them, but which you’d never have been able to predict before. Have you seen Freedom City? That was one of Dan’s very earliest. And then along came the feelies—”

“I don’t go much for the feelies, Mrs Lamotte.”

“But I guess you’ve heard of The Virgin Queen?”

He nodded. Not that he’d actually seen that one, but even he’d heard of it. A ruffs and codpieces epic, it had come out in around 1933 or 4 and, as much as anything, had been responsible for convincing the world that the Bechmeir field was the future of the entertainment industry.

“Funny, isn’t it? One of the most famous of all the feelies, yet no one remembers the name of the guy who wrote it. Even those idiots at the Academy passed it over. But it brought us the kind of life I’d dreamed about when I came to this city. Dan’s work sold, and it did well, and for a few years we were happy. We both were…”

He let his gaze travel slowly in the shafts of sunlight which were playing in narrower and brighter patches across the parquet as the light outside strengthened towards noon, and then he looked back to Mrs Lamotte. Even with her strange request, and although Daniel Lamotte was supposed to be the sort of writer who was above such things, he was still expecting some standard plot-twist to emerge at the end of this story. The new blonde secretary with legs up to here. That bitch in the house opposite who always sunbathes in the nude. The pool boy. He was used to most kinds of tale as to why lives and marriages went wrong.

He risked raising a questioning eyebrow. “Everyone gets happy for a while, Mrs Lamotte. It’s an unwritten law of the universe. And then they get less so. That’s another law. And that’s normally where I come in.”

“I suppose you’re right.” April Lamotte sighed. She did such a good job of the sigh that he wondered if she really hadn’t put in time as an actress as well as a nurse. Then she and her barefoot reflection resumed pacing the shining floor. “And after the success of The
Virgin
Queen, Dan could write the scripts he wanted and know they’d sell. But maybe that was part of the problem. He’d always written under pressure. But now he had time, opportunity, freedom. We’d bought Erewhon and had a pine lodge up above Sierra Madre. We were doing well and there were some real successes—Sometime Never, Prospector, Friday Means Tonight… but each new idea was harder than the last. By about 1938, Dan hadn’t produced a script in a whole year.”

“He’d stopped writing?”

A new cigarette. A fresh plume of smoke. “You disappoint me, Mr Gable. If I didn’t know you’d lived in this city all these years, I’d wonder where you’d been. You’re like me—you came here to find riches and fame. Almost got there as well, didn’t you? Toured as an actor, got a contract with one of the old talkie studios. You were well on the way to somewhere, even if that somewhere ended up as where you now are.”

“Well—thanks.”

“So you of all people should know enough to understand that writers never stop writing, or at least trying to write. He tried everything. Doing without sleep or not getting out of bed for days. Holing up in our pine lodge. Then he started going off on these jags. I found him once out by the Third Street tunnel under Bunker Hill. He was huddled up and howling like a baby.”

She shook her head. “It slowly tore him apart. I mean, he was always shy and nervy—he always left dealing with the outside world to me. But now it was something else. He just froze. Wouldn’t speak, would barely move, for hours, days. Lying in bed or the same chair. Sometimes, he’d just stand in one place like time had stopped inside him. It was scary. Or he went manic. It was like this terrible fear. Something at the back of everything that was always haunting him. But I guess part of me had always known that this side of Dan was there. Even when we were first staying in the top floor of a cheap rowhouse, I sometimes had to… Well…” She flicked ash. “I had to nurse him. Calm him down, or get him up and back to coping with things. Of course, I knew where to get the necessary stuff. But now, Dan was boozing as well. I’ve used private clinics to dry him out, had witch-doctor psychiatrists try to work out what the problem is. All to no avail. And then he bought that wraith, that fucking ghost in the hallway that he said—can you believe this?—was a birthday present for me. Got some twobit studio to mix the auras of all his favorite performers into this one recording, and then put it on a loop. Cost us a fortune which by then we couldn’t afford. And he’d just stand there gazing at that thing as if it really was his muse, even though we both knew it was taunting him. God knows why I turned it on today. Maybe I’m taunting myself as well. But with Dan it was still all about writing. And I still did everything I could to help him. Believe me. I did everything. I wanted him back. I wanted my Dan, my Daniel. And I knew that the only way to get him was to have him writing feelie scripts again.

 “This spring, though, things started to improve. He was off the booze and I’d cut down on the tablets and he was watching lots of feelies in our viewing room and talking about writing something in a way I hadn’t heard in ages. Not like it was some demon that was haunting him, but just a simple task that needed doing again. But he said Erewhon gave him the jeebies and he needed to get back to what he called the best of times, by which he meant when we didn’t have a dime to rub together.

“So he got this rental, a cheap place Downtown. Called it reconnecting. He went there, and he took his typewriter with him. That, and a few reams of paper and some old clothes. And I let him go, Mr Gable. I let him go not because I’d given up on hope, or had given up loving him. I let him go because I hoped. Because I loved…” She gave a soft, sad smile, and he was way beyond telling whether to be moved or impressed. “I wasn’t abandoning him. We’d meet up sometimes at the same diner where we’d first met. It was almost like old times. And he seemed happy. ‘Course, he wouldn’t say much about what he was writing. When things are going well, writers never will. Just said he was really on to something. Said the whole thing was alive around him in this city. And then, finally, when he did show me, I knew he was right. I wept the first time I read the treatment for Wake Up and Dream through, Mr Gable. I really did.”

He nodded. He could imagine that April Lamotte was capable of many things, but weeping over a feelie treatment somehow didn’t seem like one of them.

“But Dan was already fading. I knew the signs. He was starting to worry the way writers always worry, and he was getting back into the pills and the booze in ways that were beyond my control. From being the greatest thing since the Bible, the whole project became a heap of mule shit. Perhaps you can imagine. Perhaps you can’t. Basically, and once again, Dan just started to crack up…”

“So he’s back again now in some clinic?”

“About a week ago. A place up in the hills. I had no choice.”

“And you’ve got a feelie script you want to peddle, and a husband who isn’t up to doing a pitch?”

“That’s almost the size of it.” She ground out her latest cigarette. “But not quite. Dan’s a respected writer. The Virgin Queen was a huge hit, and the studios still scent money when they hear Dan’s name. He sent the script off on spec without even checking with me, but I was able to broker a deal—Senserama Studios, no less. We’re almost there, Mr Gable. The contract’s approved and written, and it’s waiting at their lawyers to be signed and witnessed. But Dan has to sign it.”

“Couldn’t you stall? You’re obviously acting as his agent, can’t you sign on his behalf?”

“The studio won’t hear any of that. They know Dan’s a recluse, but there are limits. It’s got to be Dan. And you know what producers are like. If we let this go, it could be gone forever.”

He nodded. He knew that the attention span of an average studio executive was shorter than a toddler stacking wooden blocks.

“And—and I won’t beat about the bush, Mr Gable—Dan and I need the money. This whole lifestyle—this house, the cars you saw outside, the gardens, not to mention the clinics… All of this,” she gestured, “doesn’t come cheap.”

“How about you simply dust your husband down and spruce him up for a few hours? After all, you said he just needs to sign something.”

“Dan’s in a bad way, Mr Gable. He’s been to some very dark places. He’s under restraint even now. And I can’t disguise what the Senserama contract’s worth—you’ll be seeing it anyway if you agree to help me get it signed. It’s five thousand dollars upfront on twenty five when the final script’s approved, and I’m offering you a straight one thousand. I can make the appointment for tomorrow and you can have the check cashed by the next day.”

“You really think I’m that much like him? I mean, for all the charming things you said about my looks…”

“That’s not important. Dan’s publicity shy, and the lawyers will never have met him before. The beard’s easy. You’ve just shaved it off, and you know how different a man looks without one. Dan wears his hair differently, but it’s nothing that some Brylcreem won’t fix. I’ve got some theatrical glasses—you know, the sort with plain lenses—which are pretty much exactly like Dan’s pair, and they’ll make a big difference as well. Who’s going to argue if you look like Dan, and you’re wearing Dan’s clothes, and you’re with me?”

“I’d need to practice his signature—know something about his voice and manner.”

“That’s obvious. And I’m guessing that this won’t be the first signature you’ve ever forged.”

“I’ll need to take a look at that feelie script, if I’m really supposed to have written it…”

But he was treading water. Truth was, now the whole thing was laid out before him, he felt oddly relieved. After the dark threats and her strange tale and Erewhon’s peculiar atmosphere, the idea of impersonating a scriptwriter for a few hours, even if it did involve forgery, fraud, criminal misrepresentation, embezzlement and maybe even theft, felt like no big deal. Then there was the money, and the challenge of doing something that briefly took him back toward his lost career. And, last but by no means least, there was April Lamotte.


FIVE

THE VIRG N QWEEN

STRRING PE ENTWISTLE

Pure chance, he supposed.

He’d been driving aimlessly around the city, trying to settle his thoughts, when he noticed the letters hanging askew above the columns of some grubby little theater at the edge of Watts. Ignoring the blare of horns and the hey buddy curses, he cut in at the nearest space.

“Stalls or balcony?”

He bought his ticket in the dank foyer out of the fifty from his cash advance, and found a seat high, at the back, away from the stink of the restrooms. The lights, which had been pretty dim in the first place, dimmed some more. Then a projector began to clatter, shooting a bright finger through the fug of cigarette smoke toward the curtains, which twitched like something alive, then jerked apart.

That silver screen. The pure anticipation of its emptiness. Yeah, he remembered—the sacred possibility that those wavering shadows would draw you in and wring you out and leave you feeling things you’d forgotten how to feel.

But newsreels first—just plain old sound and picture like in the old days, the Bechmeir field not yet on. Joe DiMaggio’s seemingly endless streak, and the Red Sox and the Dodgers, and Hitler surveying Paris from the top of the Eiffel Tower, and German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop arriving at Lakehurst Fields in the Hindenburg to give a series of speeches on the theme of Peace Between Two Continents despite Roosevelt’s attempts to ban him. All this to a breezy soundtrack and Harry von Zell’s cheery voiceover.

The adverts were something else. Now, with a fizzing humming and their characteristic sea-salt smell of charged plasm, the powered-up generators began to pour their energies across the fine metal grid behind the screen. Even before the field itself was actually visible, the tired air within the theater began to change, and there was an extra glow, an indefinable presence, to Jo-Ann Corkish as she rode toward you from across the plains of her prairie ranch. Not that Clark had ever really liked this sensation, or felt comfortable with it, but by the time she’d dismounted, taken out her pack of Luckies from her straining denim breast, lit one up and inhaled, something cool and deep and profound seemed to enter your lungs. When she smiled, you felt a warmth as if the summer sun had suddenly fallen upon your face.

With the feelies, you didn’t just see, or hear. You felt—and by the time the last Wrigley’s Doublemint advert had filled Clark’s mouth with useless saliva, he was ready to take the Matson Line to Hawaii wearing Arrow Shirts, drinking Ron Marito rum and smoking several different brands of cigarette. He really could do with a new Chevy. And, he thought, as the first swell of the soundtrack of The
Virgin
Queen washed over him, he might even be able to afford one with the money April Lamotte was paying.

* * *

The late afternoon daylight felt thin and pale when he re-emerged from the theater.

April Lamotte had been right. The Virgin Queen was some feelie. Even the creeps and itches hadn’t been as bad as he’d expected. It was almost enough to convince him that the whole medium wasn’t some twobit trick. Not that Clark—for all he knew about English history, which he could have written on the back of a very small postage stamp—was convinced that the real Queen Elizabeth would have been quite so flirtatious in those scenes with the Spanish monarch, or that a European monarch would ever have gotten as involved in fighting back the Armada as she had on the deck of her ship. But none of that mattered—not even watching some old and scratchy print with a muffled soundtrack and blurry feelie reel which caused washes of out-of-phase plasm to jitter at the edges of the dirty curtains like emerald flames.

Everything had seemed so real. The way the color-changing aura of Elizabeth’s joy danced in the gray beam of the projector above as she played in the gardens of the palace in those early scenes. Her rank fear as she crouched in that grimy cell. The sly arrogance that oozed from Hank Gunn’s aura in his brilliant performance as her wily spymaster Walsingham. The execution of Mary Queen of Scots was a masterstroke. The way the music quietened and all the braying voices faded, until all you were left with was the crowd’s horrible need running on the feelie track like some sickness burning in the back of your throat, and the sound of Mary’s footsteps as she climbed the steps toward the block, and the cold squeeze around your heart of her uncomprehending dread… Then the cut to Elizabeth in tears. Clark was crying as well—of course he was; he couldn’t help it. So was the whole audience. It was a brilliant sequence, and he wondered whether it had been written that way in Daniel Lamotte’s script. If it had been, the guy was a genius. If it hadn’t, he was still pretty good.

Then there was Peg Entwistle. To see her face once again, but looming out from a huge screen, bigger and more distant than the moon yet close enough to touch, and equally lovely. Those big gray eyes. The tilt of her head. The curve of her lips. You couldn’t doubt for one moment that this was exactly what the real living, breathing, Elizabeth would have been like. And to think that people used to say that all Peg could play was best-friend supporting roles and kooky comedy. With her classy British accent, with her pale good looks and that hint of sadness and steel, she’d been born to play Elizabeth.

Yes, he’d done a good job of forgetting what it was like to watch a feelie, just as he’d forgotten many things, and the colors of the everyday world seemed pale as he pulled out into the thickening evening traffic and drove west toward Venice, occasionally checking the rearview to see if he was being followed.


SIX

Venice wasn’t LA. Venice didn’t even feel like California. It was one of the many things he liked about the place.

Abbot Kinney’s dream—the canals, the palaces, the concrete gondolas—had become a reality back in the 1920s, even if the fancy new center for the arts he’d imagined he was creating had soon become a raucous fairground under the pressures of economic necessity. Most of the more ambitious attractions had long since gone. The canals had silted up. The water rides had run dry. The fake volcano which had once erupted twice nightly in flares of fireworks now lay collapsed behind a rotting fence. Nodding pumpjacks and flaming leftoffs soured the air with the rotten-eggs stink of hydrogen sulfide since the discovery of oil just to the south. Still, you got used to it—Clark had worked as a wildcatter—and if all this meant that Venice was a cheaper place to live than it might have been otherwise, well that, too, was fine as far as he was concerned.

* * *

The frontage of the Doge’s Apartments still bore a slight resemblance to the Italian original when he’d last consciously looked up at it. Some of the pinkish patterned tiles clung doggedly to the brickwork, and several of the lower windows were shaped into approximately Gothic points. But he had other things on his mind as he pushed through the swing door carrying a cheap cardboard suitcase containing Daniel Lamotte’s things.

He’d checked his mail in the locker—nothing but the same brown bill envelopes he’d tossed back in there yesterday—and was heading for the stairs when a voice called behind him.

“Hey, Mr Gable—I got a message for you…”

Glory Guzman was easing herself out from her cubbyhole. Glory was one of those large people who gave the impression of having reached some final and apotheotic state of fatness. He waited patiently as she mopped her big Aztec face with a handkerchief. As well as supposedly cleaning the apartments—a service noticeable mainly for its absence—Glory kept an ear out for the communal phone in the downstairs hallway and occasionally took messages. But it didn’t do to hurry her.

“…This lady, she asking for you. She say she worry ‘bout her husband, how he a good man and professional. She want talk you but no give her name…”

“You got a number?”

“She no even says that to me. She just keep say she worry and she somehows find you name.”

The message wasn’t untypical of a new client. It wasn’t that easy to come right out and admit that you wanted someone to check up on who or what your beloved was screwing. Some of them even remembered his name from back in the day. Talked like they were his biggest fan for half an hour as if all that old filmstock hadn’t long rotted before they got around to saying what they wanted. Some of them—and this was briefly the way he’d thought April Lamotte had been headed—really did just want to put some half-remembered schoolgirl dream to rest and simply fuck him.

“Well, thanks, Glory. If she calls again—or anyone else for that matter—can you stall her? Say I’ve got a case on at the moment, should only take a day or so to sort out. If she turns up or somesuch, try to get a deposit out of her. A ten if she looks up to it. Cash, not check. You know how it works…”

Glory nodded the sort of nod which said she might consider doing something like that, but that he shouldn’t count on it. Glory did grudging and grumpy like few people he’d ever encountered, but he still liked her. She was doing what most people who ended up in Venice were doing, which was trying to escape whatever it was that had driven them out of LA. In her case, it was the fear that her son Julio would end up like his father: dead on some street corner in a zoot suit and cheap French shoes. From the little that Clark had seen of Julio recently, the signs didn’t look good. With the new State laws about registration and repatriation, things were getting difficult for all Hispanics.

He was about to turn. Then he stopped. “Say—that letter I asked you about. The one that didn’t come with the post. You don’t remember anything more about it, do you? How, who, when it came?”

Glory gave a slow shake of her head.

“And, er… You haven’t noticed anything else, have you Glory? People asking after me, or simply just hanging around?”

Glory shook her head even more slowly.

* * *

Up in his apartment, he re-heated that morning’s coffee and fixed some stale bread and corned beef and spread it with what was left in a jar of mustard. He then fixed a roll-up from his wallet of Bull Durham and put his legs up on the bed, occasionally glancing at the unopened suitcase which he’d left by its foot as he smoked.

His own john, his own gas ring, his own shower with his own cockroaches. One comfortable chair, and his very own dirty plates stacked in the tiny sink with its fine view through the window of the flames and the nodding-bird pumps of the oilfield spreading into the distance. All of it suited him just as well as did the whole of Venice.

He liked his work, too. Or much of it. Maids’ affidavits, grainy photos, soiled sheets, used Trojans in the wastebasket, hotel records, stray bits of underclothing, the wrong color pubic hair… Sure, it wasn’t acting, but by his lifetime standards, what with two divorces and God alone knew how many broads and jobs, his venture into unlicensed private matrimonial work had been a model of persistence.

How many years was it now? Six? Seven? No, goddamit, it was near-on ten. Sure, it was messy. Sure, it was unpredictable. But he guessed that those were the things he most liked about it. You never quite knew what was around the corner, and in that sense, and in quite a few others, it wasn’t so different from acting. Even used some of the same contacts. Girls still looking for that big break who were happy to sidle up to some guy in a bar and rub at his resistance and maybe decamp to a nearby hotel room for that all-important photo-opportunity if the money was right. He’d done his own version of that kind of stuff himself when he was working for guys who no longer trusted their wives, despite his ritual show of squeamishness in front of April Lamotte.

But acting; that whole stupid business of pretending to be someone you weren’t—the way Peg had done so brilliantly in that feelie—was like some kind of drug that you could kick for ages, yet never really be completely rid of and clean. He sighed, clicked on the bare-bulb light and picked up the case. Flipping it open, he breathed in the faint, gingery smell of another man’s sweat.

A crumpled pale beige summer suit, labeled Janvier—an expensive tailor’s on Washington Boulevard. Keys, a billfold and a grotted linen handkerchief bulked the pockets… These must have been the clothes the guy had been wearing before she had him carted off to the funny farm, which wasn’t a happy thought. The billfold contained a ten and a deuce, which he took as additions to his advance. A driver’s license and a State identity card—Nordic Caucasian; Disabilities, none—in the name of Daniel Harold Lamotte. Wingtip burgundy shoes. A white soft collar shirt. A gold Parker pen. Those glasses, which looked and felt to be made out of real tortoiseshell. He checked himself in the mirror with them on. He didn’t look just different; he looked somehow blurred. After holding them up to the light to check that the lenses really were clear, he wound the expensive Longines wristwatch and set it to the right time and put it on his wrist; the strap even fitted at the same notch. What the hell was Lamotte wearing now—a straightjacket? At least there were no underclothes, worn or clean or otherwise, which would have been taking things too far. But the whole case gave off an intimate feeling—part scent, part presence. Almost an aura in itself.

April Lamotte seemed to have thought of everything. Here was another copy of the guy’s signature torn from the bottom of an old contract, in case the one on the driver’s license wasn’t enough. The bulging manila envelope at the bottom of the case contained a copy of the treatment of Wake Up and Dream, just like he’d asked.


SEVEN

Scripts usually went through a variety of differently colored versions before they were finally printed out for shooting—often, the variations continued even then. This particular badly typed and butterfly-clipped carbon which April Lamotte had given him was white; by the usual protocols, the next draft would be blue. The address it gave on the front sheet wasn’t Erewhon, but a flat at a place called Blixden Avenue, which he assumed was the Downtown bolthole April Lamotte had mentioned. He flicked over the castlist to get to the opening shot.


WAKE UP AND DREAM—A BIOPIC OF LARS BECHMEIR

SCREENPLAY BY DANIEL LAMOTTE

No credits. The first thing the audience see as they settle in the theater are lines of faces, young and old, pretty and ugly, just like their own, but right up there on the screen. Some are yawning, some expectant. Some are pretty, some ugly. It’s a typical scene. The CAMERA pans over more and more faces. The FIELD gives out nothing at first but a general sense of anticipation. It’s like the audience on the screen and those in the feelie theater are the same. Then, as an underlay, with the DANIEL LAMOTTE THEME riding with it on the SOUNDTRACK, comes a mixture of awe and unease. CAMERA fixes on a young boy’s face. He’s pale, scruffily dressed. His mouth and eyes are wide. Then, a drumroll. Applause. The flare of a nearby spotlight glints in his wide open eyes. And we switch CAMERA POV to the kid. Roll CREDITS.

The show begins.



* * *

Rags to riches. Poverty to fame. Europe to America. East to west. The story contained so many of the ingredients for a successful feelie that it was a wonder it hadn’t been made years before. Especially when you considered who it was about.

Lars Bechmeir had been born in Germany at the turn of the century to a family of traveling circus players. Alongside the strong men and bearded ladies and lion tamers, Bechmeir’s parents had performed a mind-reading act, and it was something they were surprisingly good at. So good that their only son was puzzled by how they often managed to make accurate guesses even when their usual system of signs and signals failed. Lars was a bright lad, and curious about the world. Perhaps he might even have shaken off his lowly upbringing and gotten to university, had the Great War not intervened.

Like all young and able German men, Lars Bechmeir was conscripted. Like most, he ended up in the version of hell that was the Western Front. The only uncommon thing about Lars Bechmeir’s war was that he survived. That, and that his terrible experiences made him think even more deeply about how people reacted to each other; how atmospheres of fear, aggression and occasional joy were so easily and quickly transmitted. How bouts of savagery, or mercy, or bravery, or fear, seemed to pass from soldier to soldier like some contagious disease.

What, Bechmeir wondered, if people communicated with each other not just through their commonly understood senses, but also by some other means? Of course, he knew the idea wasn’t original. He even knew how the many experiments which had attempted to prove communication between minds always failed. But Bechmeir wasn’t thinking about people sat behind screens and looking at cards in some bright laboratory.

What he had experienced and witnessed in the trenches, above all what he felt, led him to believe that this hidden sense was a primitive thing, dealing not in higher-brain abstractions like words or images or thoughts, but in the raw stuff of basic emotion.

We are, he decided, minutely touched by the cloaking aura of every person we meet. It explained the mass actions of mobs. It explained sudden feelings of attraction, repulsion or fear. It even explained the feeling of peacefulness so often found inside churches, and the homeliness of a happy house, and the sense of dread which clings to places where something terrible has happened. It might even explain why people imagined they saw ghosts.

Lars Bechmeir fled war-ravaged Europe and headed for America with the vision of a means by which people shared each other’s feelings. If we could reach into each other’s minds, he reasoned—if we could really feel what another person felt and understand their joy and suffering—there would surely never be war again. He lived a few years in Chicago, sweeping the floors at the university and occasionally having use of the library. Then, like millions of others, he went west. He labored, he begged, but he still worked obsessively on his idea, which by now was a wad of calculations and speculations stuffed into the back pocket of his only pair of dungarees. It was on this journey that he met his wife Betty, whose sharecropper parents had been thrown off their land.

In a barn in Minnesota, which Clark believed was now open daily for public tours, Bechmeir was finally able to capture on specially treated photographic paper those first famous images of his wife’s aura. Only a thumbprint smudge, a blur as if of faint gray wings flapping around a silhouetted body, but it bore out all that he had long theorized, even down to the essential weakness and changeability of the human aura. Now, at last, he had his proof. And, he reasoned, if this aura was essentially nothing more than a weak electromagnetic field which he called plasm, not only could this plasm be captured as an image, but, most likely, it could be recorded—and if it could be recorded, these recordings could be re-transmitted, and they could then be amplified, and edited. In one leap, Bechmeir had moved from the theory of a mild but little-credited extra sense to an idea which would revolutionize the world.

Lars and Betty Bechmeir continued west. Inevitably, they reached LA. In a series of run-down rooming houses and abandoned garages, he worked on generating this newly discovered field artificially. At least in LA, there was a ready supply of electronic equipment which the rapid progress of recording technology had discarded, and he made much use of cannibalized parts and the borrowed know-how of technicians he met in bars. He could see many uses for his discovery, but he soon realized that the most rapid progress could be made in what was then called the movie industry.

But who would listen? Not the major players—not to a crank clutching a carpetbag with some weird idea about thought-waves. Which was what finally brought Lars Bechmeir to the top floor of the Taft Building for an appointment to see Howard Hughes. Hughes was a wealthy man and a movie producer, for sure, but he was already more famous for his eccentricities and his forays into aviation. For all his successes, Hughes was regarded as a loose cannon, but if you were looking for someone who would be fascinated by the idea of a device which could record the emanations of the mind, it would have been hard to find anyone better.

Even before the vacuum tubes of the frail and rudimentary device had been warmed up and wired together across his desk by the small, nervous guy with a German accent who’d shuffled into his office on worn out shoes, Hughes had been persuaded. When, after much further coaxing, a shimmering field of plasm stuttered from between two spikes of metal, and the everyday sounds of city traffic wafting in through the windows were briefly eclipsed by a strange but palpable sense of dread, he was fully convinced.

Bechmeir had already filed patents for his discovery, and, even then, he was determined that his device should be made available to the world as a whole. Still, he took Hughes’ backing to push on with developing a commercial prototype in the old schoolhouse down in Willowbrook where he was by then working, and which subsequently become a museum and home to the Bechmeir Trust. Rumors were soon rife about this strange new form of entertainment the Hughes Corporation was said to be developing, and then of the talkie—no, it would be called a feelie-movie—in which it would be premiered.

Reactions to the first showings of Broken Looking Glass at Grauman’s Chinese Theater were mixed. There were teething troubles. Reels broke. Valves overheated. There was a small fire. Many claimed to have been made nauseous by the strange, crackling aurora which spluttered before the screen. Others said they felt nothing at all. The Actors’ Guild and the other studios were hostile. A Catholic bishop condemned the whole enterprise for tampering with the very stuff of the human soul. Then, and in the tradition of most of Hughes’ movies, the story itself was no good.

But the press loved the whole thing. They loved Howard Hughes and they loved wacky ideas and they loved premieres. Above all, they loved Lars Bechmeir with his trim beard, owlish glasses, double-breasted safari jacket, trademark meerschaum pipe and soft German accent, and they loved his marvelous recordings played through a clever wire machine, conjuring up wraiths which puttered and danced like flames of marsh gas, reaching out their ghostly arms to touch minds with the raw stuff of human emotion. They loved handsome and prematurely-grayed Betty Bechmeir as well. The pair made a good couple—were photogenic in a down-home sort of way—and the press soon came to portray their life story as the best and latest version of the rags-to-riches American Dream. From that day forward, nothing was ever the same. Lars Bechmeir was soon up there with Thomas Edison. In most people’s eyes, in fact, he was above him, seeing as Edison kept all his money, whilst Bechmeir promised to channel the proceeds of his patents into a charitable trust.
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