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​I fucking hate cheaters. I guess that’s why I’m currently acting as both performer and audience in this self-loathing circus of the mind. For my next act, I crush my own world in my hot little hand, destroying everything without batting an eye. 
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This is how self-loathing always goes, table for one. One chair, one plate, one flatware setting, and many empty glasses. No room for anyone else, as I drown in my own issues while trying to drown them out.

Maybe this is the real me. Naturally, I’m a loner. I’ve always preferred my own company, and the life I’ve chosen affords me that luxury as much as it forces me into the spotlight. The plight of the performing artist, shoved in front of an audience to be poked and prodded until I laugh like the clown I am. 

Then, there’s the other side of the coin, the one my critics aren’t shy about pointing out. The side showcasing a pathetic showbiz phony, playing the victim. The woe-is-me famous actor with a handful of films under her belt, unloved by the man she swore to obey in sickness and in health. That part of me is designed to be gawked at, talked about, studied, loathed, all while I obsess over the craft so as not to dwell on the rest of my rotten life hidden behind the curtain.

I fucking hate cheaters.

Still, a smile crosses my lips whenever I imagine sneaking off to fuck behind my husband’s back. It had always been a fantasy, but today it’s finally real, or will be, soon enough.

I could chalk the whole thing up to boredom, insecurity, or desire for revenge. Possibly all three, whipping up into a storm to break up the monotony of my isolated life, the one I insisted on cultivating, but I am only human, I need to feel something besides the dead weight inside of my soul. When this opportunity presented itself, the idea of injecting a little excitement back into my existence was too good to pass up. Plus, the narcotics help smooth out my confidence over the self-hate.

The pill takes hold, and nothing else matters; his affair, my affair, even my career takes a backseat to this bliss. Everything is in slow motion. Driving the car is like moving through molasses. I love molasses. I feel my eyelids drop and the warm, dry desert air, like fire inflating my lungs. I’m alive again.

The desert, the desert will make everything better. A secret meeting place where worlds can mesh peacefully rather than colliding. Worlds that normally exist far away from each other, across galaxies, in other solar systems. He’s the lighting guy, I’m the star, and never the twain shall meet, at least as far as my agent is concerned.

I force another pill through the dumb smile cemented on my face. The car slams into a pothole and veers off the road, creating a trail of dust a mile high as the rear end fishtails, but it’s all still slow motion. It’s exciting to crash when the panic is locked away behind a wall of pills. I keep my foot firmly on the gas. I suppose I should feel something, fear, maybe? I should at least have a negative reaction, but the drugs keep the smiles coming. I’m in heaven, finally, after so many years in hell.

The little car course corrects with a jerk of the wheel. I’m back on the road. It’s a rental, I can’t even remember the color if I’m not looking at it, let alone the make and model, even if there was a gun to my head. I don’t care about what it looks like; all I care about is if it gets me out to the desert. I know it has no roof, I know it sounds like a little Italian scooter when I rev the engine. I know it’s a little toy that makes me feel even more like a Hollywood phony.

I drop my sunglasses down my nose to watch the heat rise off the pavement on the miles of open road ahead. I smile again, regardless of it all. Giddiness and the desert always walk hand in hand across the stage in my mind, with anticipation acting as the star player. That still holds true, even without him here to be my sherpa, or at least I try to convince myself it does.

I fell in love with this place when my husband brought me here for our honeymoon, even though most of the trip we just stayed in the room, newlyweds with hearts in our eyes and fire in our loins. It makes me sick to think about now. Just imagining his big dumb grin sends bile up my throat. 

I catch a glimpse of my cherry-red lips in the rearview. “He’ll miss these,” I think, or I say, it’s all a jumble at this point. “He’ll miss these when some other woman’s less-than-perfect lips are sliding over his—”

The car jerks right almost automatically as the angry horn of an eighteen-wheeler blares past. I spin the steering wheel and fishtail again, watching the truck’s brake lights in the rearview, glaring like angry eyes. I giggle and turn into the dust storm of the parking lot. Nothing matters, especially here. In the desert, in Palm Springs, you can pause your life and live like Peter Pan for as long as you can afford to. All it costs is money and time. Both of which I have plenty of.

I take a pull from the bottle on the seat next to me. “Clear liquor won’t smell,” I tell myself. I think I heard that somewhere, or some variation of the phrase that’s most likely a lie. It doesn’t matter, the head-high I’m so intimately involved with makes me invincible. Married to being inebriated. I convince myself the smile plastered to my face is just a byproduct of returning to the desert, but it could be the extracurriculars I indulged in on the dive from Los Angeles.

I’m so into myself, my little world, I hardly notice her. The child, maybe five or six, I don’t have any of my own, so assigning an age to one by sight isn’t in my wheelhouse. She’s a pretty girl, with black hair and striking blue eyes like marbles that won’t leave me alone. She watches me get out of the car; maybe she recognizes me. Hell, I’ve done a few kids’ pictures, and two, no, three Enforcer films with that cheating son-of-a-bitch. The thought of him lifts my hand, and my hand lifts the bottle and I suck that drink down. After that, I pull a cigarette from my gold-plated case and flip open the gold-plated lighter. The kid is watching, I don’t care, I’m a kid too. I’m in Neverland.

Then, I remember rule number one of the Sunrise Resort. No kids allowed. I wonder if I still have enough of a heart to let it slide or if it’s become so blackened by him that I’ll rat her out. I pop a pill and leave it up to the amphetamine to decide as I wink at the girl and turn on my heel, sauntering toward the front office.

The door dings, announcing me as I strut a little too proudly into the dingy room, at least I think I strut on my rubbery legs. It takes all the focus I have to walk in a straight line. The fan spins at a snail’s pace, doing little to stave off the heat, and the open windows only add to the uncomfortable fire in the air. A desk, a framed photo of a cactus, and a young, reassuring woman with glasses peeking out from behind a worn-out novel all greet me like an image ripped from a brochure. My eyes adjust to the dim light, but the title of the book the woman is reading remains unclear. It’s something I’ve never heard of by a foreign author. In fact, the text doesn’t even make sense. It’s certainly not in any language I’ve ever seen. She slides it under the desk before I can give it another look.

The Sunrise has the trappings of any dumpy motel, but it’s dressed to the nines with a fresh coat of paint and cheap-looking gold inlay, so it costs an arm and a leg. People like me come here and pay out the nose for anonymity amid a sea of stars always rising and falling, most of whom don’t know the difference. My star rose a few years ago, but I’m sinking it now, tying an anchor on it and throwing it into the ocean. I don’t care, which is dangerous for a person in my position.

“Hello there,” the girl says with a bubbly smile that churns my stomach. If she recognizes me, she gives no hint. She’s a pro in her little world of hospitality, or not a fan of spy pictures. The most recent Enforcers film went in the can last Wednesday, but there had been two others before. Perhaps the Scarlet Sparrow isn’t recognizable without the star of the film, that magnanimous Captain Wonderful, standing next to her.

“Checking in?”

Obviously, you chucklehead, I hope the thought doesn’t show up on my face, but the thought is loud. Then I remember the smile that’s been fastened to my lips for hours and loosen up. Instead of talking, I nod slowly, wondering if I’d confused the downers with the uppers again, or if the alcohol finally took hold and washed away the rest of it like a Cape Cod hurricane. Either way, her nauseating personality decides for me, I won’t rat out the little girl for being on the premises. 

Then, some nagging voice interjects. Were there any other cars in the lot? What if that little girl is lost? She didn’t look scared; she didn’t look like anything, just a china doll staring at me with her blue eyes. Is it possible I imagined her? I’ve done that in the past, become confused, seen things, invented people. Old ghosts have haunted me for a long time, but they haven’t visited me since my first stint in the sanitarium.

“Miss?” the woman says, feigning concern.

“Yes,” I respond, resting my arms on the desk in a manner I can only hope appears normal. It’s cold and smooth like a giant piece of hard candy, and suddenly I’m rubbing against it like a cat. "I’m checking in. Angelica Davis.”

The look on her face says she understands the slurred vomit erupting from my mouth, but she knows I’m lying, I think. How many freckled redheads does she get checking into her overpriced rathole in the middle of the desert? She shoots me a look I can’t place. Maybe pity? Looking the way I look, and living my life of luxury, I haven’t seen that one much, but I hear it stings. I fight the urge to pop a pill and force a smile instead as she scans the registry book, running her finger down the page. The ticking clock on the wall behind her is deafening, and my gut is on fire. Her finger stops. She looks up.

“And it’ll just be the two of you?” She meets my eyes through the amplified gaze of her stupid, trendy Panto glasses. I struggle to look past my own reflection in the lenses; I can’t look at that. There’s too much loathing even with my shield of narcotics, and I want to stay excited for the rendezvous. Maybe I’ll finally be fucked like I deserve to be. Maybe I’ll feel like a woman again, not some nagging bitch standing in the way of my husband’s many torrid affairs.

“Miss Davis?” she says. That phony concern is back in her eyes. Her brown eyebrows meet like caterpillars that slowly inched their way to the middle of her forehead to chew through it. She needs to have a spa day herself. How do they plan on enticing customers to return if the girl at the front desk looks like—

I shake off the thought. “Yes,” I manage, trying to imagine I sound normal. My mouth is so dry. I look down at the chicken scratch scrawled across the page in the registry book, wondering how anyone could read these names. I’ve seen prescriptions that were more legible. The girl slams the book shut and stands, moving to a box on the wall. She opens it and removes an old-fashioned skeleton key. How quaint, most people probably say. How utterly tacky, I think, and the sobering thought of the amount of money I’m spending hits me like the eighteen-wheeler almost did on my way in.

“Shall I have the boy take your bags?” As if on command, a redheaded kid steps out of the woodwork, startling the hell out of me. I jump and glare at him. He looks away as if ashamed. I look down. The bags are in the car, and I’m holding half a bottle of some sort of clear liquor. That shouldn’t matter in a place like this. It shouldn’t matter because of who I am, who I really am. If they want to say something about it, they can take it up with the check I’ll leave behind. If they’re smart, they’ll keep their yaps shut and collect the generous tip that comes with their silence.

I smile, genuinely this time, and laugh at the ridiculousness of the situation. “Why not?”

The girl frowns and glares at the bottle. I revel in the fact that I was able to scrape that sweet-as-pie smile off her face. She says nothing and extends her arm, dropping the key into my hand.

That’s right, I think, my smile widening. You remember who’s in charge here. I could burn this place down, and no one would blink. If I leave a big enough tip, I could take your pants down and spank you in front of your overpaid manager, and you’d just keep smiling.

I catch my reflection in the girl’s glasses again, and this time I’m infatuated with how great my body looks in this little plaid playsuit. How could that cad have cheated on me? I worked hard for this, and it’s not going to be left to rot while he fucks half of Hollywood. The girl smiles again, probably taking my intoxication for kindness.

I turn, she’s out of view, and my smile fades as I imagine hers does as well. I motion for the boy to join me and stumble back into the parking lot, fumbling a Chesterfield out of the golden cigarette case and sliding it between my lips, managing, just barely, to put it in with the correct side facing out, through my drunken haze. Before I can find my lighter, I look up at the flame extended from the bellhop’s hand.

“Thanks, doll.” I wink at him, suck the end, and the nicotine, the foggy, boozy head, and the desert heat invite a feeling of nostalgia. As hard as I try to fight it, the period of my life when I came here with my husband, when we were just young, hopeful actors, rears its ugly head again.

After Paramount released the first Enforcers picture, that crumb got too big for his britches, and when the second in the series debuted, he didn’t even try to hide the affairs with young starlets anymore. Now, with the third one in the can, my agent’s on me like a teen at the prom to sign on for the next movie in the series. To his credit, it’s a sweetheart deal, bumping my annual salary up to $50,000, but I don’t know if I still have the gumption to star beside my husband after what he’s done.

That’s a problem for Monday, I think to myself. This weekend is going to be special, something about the chlorine-scented desert air, the sweaty, half-naked people doused in tanning oil makes me pine to be fucked properly. I only hope my new beau can oblige. That was an area my husband never had an issue with.

I fight the excitement and nerves crescendoing to a fever pitch in my gut as I lead the awkward bellhop across the sweltering parking lot. My guest will be here in a few hours, but is it reservations eating my insides, or the anticipation of spending the weekend with someone who actually wants to be with me? Someone who appreciates me, someone who will see to it that my needs are met? He had said so himself. Well, not in so many words, but he’s always been fluent in body language. Hopefully, even the lude kind. A twinge travels up my spine, forcing my dumb smile to return.

Twenty-three is too old for puppy love.

The dull ache of sobriety hits me as I meet that little girl’s gaze again. She snaps me back into reality from the hazy dream I’ve been living in. She stares, I stare back, but no one speaks. Why is she still standing here? Why has she not so much as moved since I’d gone inside?

“Your bags, miss?” 

I almost jump out of my skin... again. That sneaky fucking bellhop. I turn to shoot him a glare, but take pity on him instead. He’s just a kid, a redhead like me. Another time, in this desert heat, we could have found common ground in our complexion, but right now I need to get ready to cheat on my husband. I glance back at the parking lot, but the girl is gone. Was she ever there? I open my mouth to ask the bellhop, but think better of it and pop the trunk instead, presenting the bag like a magician. The kid smiles nervously, that’s catnip for me. I pounce hypothetically, of course. Well, sort of. The flirting begins. I love making soft boys squirm.

I touch his arm, brush my ass against his crotch on my way to the car, and lean into the trunk, directly across from him, showing off enough of my freckles to make him uncomfortable. He looks, I can feel his eyes, but he’s nervous, which just pours gas in my engine. Maybe he knows who I am. “I think I have some cash in here somewhere.” I dip down further, glancing up at him with a smile. He has the same look on his face that the girl inside did. Pity.

I stand and vomit some more word salad at him. He can’t understand me, I can’t understand me. I hand him a wadded-up bill for putting up with my self-indulgent show. It could be a dollar, could be a hundred. It doesn’t matter. I press it into his hand and let my dancing fingers linger until he squirms. I can’t help myself. He can’t maintain eye contact. He doesn’t want to. I don’t have it anymore. That’s why my husband left. No, it’s him, he’s the problem. It was never me. I’m perfect, I’ve heard it all my life.

“Miss... Davis, your... negligee is... exposed,” he stammers.

I look down at my unclasped top button and shrug, but it’s jerky. Too many pep pills today. Too many pep pills in general.

“Do you like it?” I ask, playing with the next button down and offering him the bottle that I forgot I was holding up until this moment. He glances nervously at the front office and grabs my bag.

“What’s wrong?” I ask. “You don’t like—”

The little girl catches my eye again, and I stand up straight, pulling my top closed, suddenly embarrassed. She’s close, well, closer than before, and watching me with those unblinking, soulless eyes. I turn back to the bellhop. “You don’t allow children here, do you?”

The kid is already yanking my overindulgent bag into the office. Hopefully, however much cash I gave him made up for whatever it is I thought I was doing. I grab my other bag from the back and sling it over my shoulder, slamming the trunk. The important bag. I don’t give a shit about any material possessions, except for what’s in this bag.

The sun already climbed to its peak, and the discomfort is joining it. I wipe my brow, open the duffel, and take inventory. Uppers, downers, bathing suit, sunhat, and the bottle in my hot little hand. I think back to Mother’s advice: “Always take your pep pills. They’ll give you an edge over the other girls.”

Yeah, a whole lotta good that did me. James probably has some young girl who has never heard of pep pills with her ankles pinned behind her head on the floor in our bedroom. He’s always hated dirty sheets.

I slam another one down and turn, stopping suddenly so I don’t run the little girl over. She was just next to my car. Now she’s behind me. Quick little bugger. Sneaky, like the bellhop. She looks up at me, staring through those blue eyes, like the base of a hot flame. Her black hair falls partially across her pale face, windblown, and her white dress doesn’t have a speck of dust on it, giving the child an unsettling ghost-like appearance. I wrestle a smile onto my lips.

Up close, the child is pretty and doesn’t look much older than five or six, but something in her eyes seems ageless. I feel my body relax as my senses return. This little girl is probably just a fan.

“Hello,” I say, blowing a mouthful of smoke to the side and glancing around the parking lot, but my rental is still the only car here. “Are your parents around?”

The little girl watches through those damn unblinking eyes, and her face remains somber and severe. Something lurches within me, giving me pause. I hope I don’t throw up, I can’t take any more pity today. The sensation dissipates, and unease returns within my subconscious but levels off thanks to the chemicals coursing through my veins.

She’s just a little girl, I think, but something in those eyes disagrees with the sentiment. The idea that this person knows something that I don’t, eats at me. I’m not sure why I feel this way. I’ve been in the presence of hundreds of kids who all want to be my character on the big screen. The Scarlet Sparrow, the scourge of Dr. Torment. But this girl isn’t a fan. She’s not behaving in that manner, anyway. She watches me like the parents who read books and don’t lower themselves to taking in movies where adults dress up in colorful costumes and fight fantastical people. No, this girl is something different. She’s an old soul, but more than that, she’s vengeful.

I crouch anyway. “Are you lost? Do you need—”

“You don’t belong here,” she says. “You need to leave.”

I’m struck dumb, so much so that I can’t find any words in which to respond to her. Not even fuck off, you little creep. Does she know what I’m doing here? How could she?

“You need to wake up,” she says. 

Anger overcomes my shock. “Beat it, you little brat,” I finally say. I stand up and sidestep her to trudge across the parking lot. “What the hell do you know anyway?” I turn to face her, but only find the empty parking lot. My face feels numb, perhaps it’s a side effect, perhaps it’s my brain telling me to lay off the chemicals. I walk back, slowly, carefully, and lower myself to my hands and knees to peer under the car.

I groan angrily, staggering back to my feet and gaze down the long dusty road, blurry with heat. Not even a tumbleweed can be seen, let alone a car. I tell my brain to mind its own beeswax and pop another pill, forcing it down my dry throat as I move slowly back toward the office.

The door swings open, with ease, too much ease. It slams into the wall, and the girl at the front desk looks up from her book, cringing.

“Miss Davis, lovely to see you again. Have you had a chance to look around the resort?” she asks, eyeing the bottle in my hand.

“Resort” is a stretch, but I don’t say anything. The speed at which the bellhop appears at the mention of my name makes me think I had given him a hundred, or maybe I do still got it in the looks department. I ignore the girl’s dumb question. She doesn’t care how I’m finding the resort anyway.

“There was a little girl in the parking lot a moment ago.” I focus on each word so as not to slur,  which probably comes off as erratic or dopey. “Now, I know children aren’t permitted here, and I don’t want to get her in trouble, but I also don’t want her to get hurt. I think she ran off. Has anyone reported a missing child?”

The woman shakes her head in the middle of my sentence as if she’s offended. “We don’t allow children in this establishment. It’s a very strict policy. We turn families away, and I assure you, everything here is handled with the utmost focus on security and”—she chuckles—“discretion.”

I nod. The authoritarian attitude this girl exudes corroborates her story, but sobriety claws through the haze, for just a moment. “What about the parking lot? Couldn’t she theoretically wander onto the premises without anyone noticing?”

“It’s not impossible, but highly unlikely. We’re pretty far away from town.” The woman smiles. “We’ll keep an eye out. You don’t need to concern yourself, Miss Davis.”

I turn around, glancing out the door at the empty parking lot. “Well, I know what I saw. I just don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

The woman smiles, eyeing the bottle in my hand again. “Why don’t you have a drink at the bar, on us, for your trouble? You can leave your bag right here, and I’ll have the boy bring it to your room.”

“I can’t—”

“I insist,” the woman says.

“My bathing suit is inside,” I reply, eyeing the bellhop. He looks away.

“Very well,” the girl says, forcing a smile. “There are lockers by the pool, should you require them while you swim.”

I exit the office and smell the chlorine and tanning oil through the fence. The splashing and low murmur of people chatting makes the pool sound inviting. I eye the empty parking lot and go through the gate.

—-
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The pool makes waiting for him that much easier. I pretend I don’t see the men ogling me, just as I pretend not to see their wives shooting daggers from their eyes as I lounge under the umbrella. No one approaches, it’s that kind of place. The hippest location in the desert. I’m surrounded by people, but still so lonely. Sun glistens off the pool, and the air is fire. The umbrella blocks the light, but the heat finds a way to seep through as it always does.

Getting wet would feel nice, but the downer feels better. I pick at the straw of my hat, wishing I had brought a book. The siren’s call of alcohol reaches out, and I lazily glance at the bar, past the leering eyes, at the bartender. We stare at each other; he looks familiar somehow. Familiar, like I’ve seen him in some contrived place. Like a dream or a movie. I slide my sunglasses down my nose. He could be an actor; I’m sure a lot of up-and-comers have day jobs like this. Still, he’s older. Maybe seventy, a little too late to try to get a foot in the door. A little too late to be a bartender as well, from the look of him.

I turn my attention back to the pool; the color of the water looks so unnatural in the desert, blue, like the little girl’s eyes. That murky, wet color you’d see just before you drown. What did she mean by “I don’t belong here?” All these men would disagree despite what their jealous wives think. What does she know? She has no idea what I’m doing here. She has no idea how much I need this. I doubt she’s ever been married.

I grab my bag. Maybe another barbiturate will help me forget. No, a dip in the pool. That’s what the doctor ordered. Instead, I fish a cigarette out of my gold case and light it, inhale, and climb to my feet as gracefully as I can. It tastes funny, bad, stale, phony, so I leave it burning in the ashtray and slide into the water like I’m made of the stuff myself. It’s sobering, the cool blue liquid engulfing my body.

When I emerge, I swipe my hair back out of my face. Nothing’s changed, all eyes on me. I suppose I should be used to it, having been in the limelight since I was a child, but here it’s different. It’s as if all the men are obsessed with me. They gawk every time I so much as scratch an itch, except for the one behind the bar. He looks, sure, but it’s more serious, more calculated, more like he’s waiting for me to do something. I ignore him and submerge into the blue abyss again.

The girl. I can’t stop thinking about that goddamn little girl. Does she know why I’m here? That I’m a dirty, rotten cheater? In one motion, I rise from the water and pull myself onto the ledge. I run my palm over my face, but a towel isn’t necessary. In this heat, I’ll be dry by the time I get back to my chair. I stand, and it almost feels as if everything stops. This yellow swimsuit brings more attention, as does my auburn hair, freckles, and brown eyes, but no one says anything to me. My stride feels awkward as I move through the frozen people like a thick soup. They aren’t even talking amongst themselves, I notice, like extras on a movie set. They sit, they stand, they stare, but no one goes anywhere or does anything.

I pick up my cigarettes and lighter, and smile at a man who just gawks back at me, as a little boy would stare at a stranger. His wife is also looking, but there’s no anger in her eyes, like I expect. I snatch my bag and saddle up to the bar, glancing over my shoulder at the silent masses. I shrug and turn back around, smiling at the only man who isn’t watching me like I’m a Martian. I seem to be the only one drinking, which is odd at this time of day in a resort such as this, but I won’t let that stop me.

The man nods, but doesn’t greet me. He doesn’t say anything. He just continues wiping the glasses. I grip the bamboo inlay of the bar as water drips from my body, forming a growing puddle beneath my chair. I want to enjoy the revelry of the sun and the pool, so I light another cigarette, trying to forget the mannequin-like people, and that little girl’s stare, but something about what she said digs in deep.

“You don’t belong here.”

Paradise, Neverland, I remind myself. If only for the weekend.

The bartender is watching me now, his intense gaze snaps the smile off my face. He’s clean-shaven, but his thick eyebrows fall heavily over his eyes, and the creases scold me for mistaking him for anything but an anonymous old man earlier. It’s clear he’s watching me, and although he says nothing when I make eye contact, he doesn’t look away either.

“A little old to be a bartender, aren’t you?” I have no idea where this malice is coming from. Maybe I’m tired, but my pep pills are waning, and I need them to last. Maybe I’m finally sober, a rotten place to be. Hopefully, this bartender can fix that.

He shrugs. “I’d argue being older makes one a better bartender. At least I know what I’m doing here.” He holds his gaze on me.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask.

“I just want to make sure you’re having a good time,” the man says, but there’s no joy in his delivery. “But it doesn’t seem like you are.”

“Why should that matter to you?” I ask.

“It’s my job,” he responds.

“Your job is to collect tips, and you won’t do that by telling me I look miserable.”

“I’m afraid there’s more to it than that,” he responds joylessly. “Besides, I didn’t say you look miserable, I said it doesn’t look like you’re having a good time.”

“Is this your establishment?” I ask.

“Not exactly,” the man responds. “But I would like you to stay here. I certainly don’t want you to leave. I guess that’s my job, keeping you here.”

“Well, you’re off to a rotten start.” I eye him curiously. “Isn’t it customary for a bartender to take drink orders?”

“We’re past that,” the man responds.

“We’re past a bartender taking drink orders?”

“Think about it, Miss... Davis, is it?”

I nod, cautiously.

“Well, Miss Davis, you’ve consumed more than a fair amount of booze and countless pills. Do you think you’d be standing if any of this were real? Do you think you’d be able to carry on this conversation? Do you think you’d still be alive?”

“I’ve always been able to hold my own, Mister...”

“You can call me Howard,” he says.

“Well, Howard, I can feel the sun on my face. I can feel the water beading off my skin and making a mess of your bar. I can even feel the fair amount of... booze and countless pills coursing through my system. This is as real as it gets, Bucko.”

“As real as the pool crowd? As real as that bellhop? How would I know you’ve been taking pills or consuming booze? You’ve never met me,” he says. It’s a fair argument, but I’m not here for that.

“Just get me a fucking drink, you yuck,” I say, sucking on the end of my cigarette.

“I don’t think so,” he says.

I smirk, trying to hide my concern. “I thought your goal was to keep people like me here?”

“My goal is to keep you here,” he says. “These other people don’t matter. They’re wraiths, figments of your imagination. They can be whomever you want them to be. Your daughter, your mother, your husband, your lover.”

I smile, stifling a laugh. “I don’t know where you’re getting your information, Howard, but I don’t have a daughter.”

He stops futzing and gives me his full attention. “You did. Once. Hell, you had two.”

I retreat into myself as the world seems to come to an end. I’ve never experienced the world ending before, but it’s jarring. When people say ‘hey, it’s not the end of the world,’ they’re right. There is nothing as deranged, violent, and all-consuming as that. Bright white and dark black all at once. The scent is unbearable, death, rot, everything unpleasant I've ever experienced balled into a fist that lands hard right on my nose. I blink, and I’m out of it. “You’re insane. Get me a fucking drink.”

The old man leans in, whispering: “I can help you.”

I laugh now, or force one. After what I’d seen, I don’t know if I’ll ever truly laugh again. Still, I squeeze a trigger, and a machine gun of a giggle emerges from my mouth. Maybe Murray is here, putting this poor old fella up to this. “Are we that familiar? I’m sorry, I can’t place your face, Howard. And while we’re at it, what do I need help with?”

“If you don’t know, then I’m afraid I can’t help you, yet,” he says. “Just remember that you’re safe here.” He turns and grabs a bottle, finally pouring it into a glass and sliding it my way. “If it’ll shut you up.”

I eye the beverage, now more consumed with Howard than anything. No one has spoken to me like this in a long time, but I can’t drop the facade, not in public. Not with so many eyes on me. “So why are you so concerned with my enjoyment of the pool, or my safety for that matter, when you don’t even want to treat me like a customer?”

“Not the pool.” He looks over my shoulder and waves his hands like he’s trying to conjure something, hopefully, a new personality. “This place. I need you to stay here, you can’t leave, it would be bad for—it would be bad, trust me.”

“Trust you? I don’t even know you, Howie,” I say, suddenly feeling confined. I don’t like to be confined, and I definitely don’t like being told what to do.

“I’m your conscience, Theodora. Whatever dream you’re living right now. Whatever fantasy you have going on in that pretty little head of yours, stay there. Don’t leave, don’t follow the little girl, no matter how enticing she makes it seem.”

My blood runs cold. “Who the hell are you? Let me guess, you work for some rag, and you're trying to make a name for yourself?”

“Nothing like that,” Howard says. “Believe me, I have just as much skin in this game as you do.”

I stand, my hands clenching into fists involuntarily. “You vulture. You make me sick.” I turn and stomp away from the bar.

“Don’t trust the girl,” the man calls after me. “Don’t even talk to her.”

I turn. “What girl?”

“You know,” he says, and I get that same “end-of-the-world” feeling again.

“Who are you?”

“I’m a concerned party, here to make sure you enjoy yourself, Theodora, as I said, but can you truly enjoy yourself when you don’t even know who you are?”

It’s hard to hide the anger, which, I’m sure, is seeping through my very pores. I try to shoot it out of me like a bullet, but he’s unscathed. “And what do you know about me, Howie?”

“I know your mind can’t handle whatever is outside this place.”

—-

[image: ]


The smell of the room is oddly comforting. Damp is a foreign word in the desert, but the air is almost humid, and the light chlorine scent seems to have been pounded into the carpet. It’s nostalgic, reminding me of my first apartment in Hollywood, when I was a struggling actor trying to find my way. I finally smile again, despite the interaction at the pool, as I unclip a golden case, removing a cigarette. I place it between my lips and light it, inhaling the smooth flavor of nicotine as I fall onto the bed. Dingy is rarely used in a positive manner, but this dingy room is such a reprieve that I’m falling in love with it.

Soon, my eyelids are heavy and my body light. I’m a feather in an updraft. I force my eyes to stay open as I’m transported to a fiery cave-like cesspool. Shadows move against flames, lurking on the perimeter. I’m pinned to a slate table, my arms and legs bound. Everything is too tight. I can’t move, I can barely breathe. It’s as if I’m buried alive by invisible dirt. I struggle and open my mouth to scream. Smoke fills my lungs. Someone is humming; it’s growing louder. Stop it! Why won’t it stop?

The phone rings, and I’m conscious again. I snap into a seated position and grab the cigarette that’s burning a hole through the comforter.

“Shit,” I say, eyeing the singed black hole. I look around, trying to remember where I am. The fan spins, and the room is dim but still light. The curtains are drawn, but open enough to invite the late afternoon sun inside. I remember the pool, but everything else is a hazy memory. The phone rings again, and sense tumbles back into my pounding head. I’m dizzy and dehydrated, a dangerous combo in the desert.

That damn phone rings again. Who knows that I’m here? Except...

I lift the receiver slowly. “Hello?” My voice is hoarse and my throat painful, but all I can do is wait for the bad news. He’s not coming.

“Now, just let me say my piece, and you can go back to enjoying your weekend away.”

I roll my eyes at the chainsaw of a voice on the other end of the line. “Murray, I told you, I—”

“Now, Theodora, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I let this slide.” Whenever he uses my full name, I feel like a little girl being scolded by the father I never had. The shock of hearing it from his mouth is enough to clam me up. “Just take the weekend to think it over, one more Enforcer picture, and you’ll have carte blanche to do any film you want to. Hell, studios will be lining up to hire you. You can even do that artsy one you’ve been talking about. The one with the dog.”

I take a drag from the cigarette that almost burned the whole place down. No use letting it go to waste, “I don’t—”

“Don’t answer now, sweetheart. Take the weekend. Think it over.”

“How did you know where I was anyway?” I ask as more of my senses return. It must have been the new makeup girl, hovering around while I was gabbing with the hairstylist.

“I’m your agent, doll. It’s my job to know where you are.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. The idea of seeing my husband again, let alone working with him, is starting to give me a migraine. Divorce is the only option now, for both my marriage and career. I need to start over, but I can’t tell Murray that or he’ll stick his nose in deeper.

“No means no, Murray,” I say. “See if you can get me something else, or I’m afraid I’m going to have to take a little hiatus.”

“Just think about it. Paramount is going to offer you a mint—”

I drop the receiver onto the cradle and stand up, stretching with the cigarette clenched between my lips. I go up on my tiptoes and let the wash of sobriety overcome my body. The fan is doing a piss-poor job at fighting off the heat, but I’m starting to feel better. Embrace the sweat, it’s what my husband always said.

I locate my bag, open it, and dump the contents onto the bed: pills, pills, pills, and the swimsuit I was wearing. It’s dry, how can that be? I pull the cigarette out of my mouth and blow the cloud of smoke as I try to remember coming back to the room in the first place. Maybe that final drink at the bar put me over my limit, but the bartender was right, there is no way I should have been able to drink like that. Especially since I started at breakfast.

I eye the liquor bottle, which is now full. Maybe in my drunken stupor, I sent someone out for another one. Maybe the bellhop. He’s really earning that hundred. I stretch again, it feels too good not to, and look outside, wondering why I’m now naked. The thought is fleeting. I find more pills spilled across the table. I choke one down and chase it with the vodka, chasing away the worry, chasing away the guilt, and building my confidence back up to the point I might do something stupid again.

The negligee peeking out from my open suitcase is lacy and black and somehow soft yet coarse. I smile wickedly. He’ll love it. I catch a glimpse of myself as I meander by the bathroom mirror and step back into a position to get a better look. I worked hard for this body. He’ll love it. The next pill goes down easy, upper, downer, it doesn’t matter. It all evens out in the end, and I’m living for today. He’ll love it.

The phone rings again. I sigh and clamp the cigarette between my lips, lifting the receiver. “Look, Murray, I told you—”

“You don’t belong here.” It’s the little girl’s voice, soft and distant but unmistakable, like she’s standing at the end of a tunnel yelling at me. “Wake up!”

The walls fall away, and the comforting chlorine smell is replaced with dust and mildew. I stumble backward onto a couch that had never been there; it’s made of branches, seemingly woven together, nature tamed by the hands of man, like wicker but less refined. The voice is gone, the phone is gone. I glance through the door, through the porch, and out a bay window. The sun is rising over a body of water with no visible shore on the other end. In front of me is a stone fireplace, and above that is a portrait of the little girl with bright, crystalline blue eyes, watching me.

“Wake up!”

—-
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Bang Bang! Bang! 

My eyes shoot open, meeting the ceiling fan. I follow the blades, spinning slowly, and I’m drenched in sweat.

Embrace the sweat.

The wet stain under me smells like booze, and I can only hope it is. I sit up, meeting my throbbing headache like an old acquaintance I don’t want to talk to. The pills are still scattered across the bedspread and the nightstand. Some fell on the floor. I hold my head as I try to remember what happened. It doesn’t help, but it does stop the room from spinning.

Bang! Bang! Bang! 


The knocking comes again.



“Shit!” I stagger to my feet, tumbling onto the floor as the world spins too quickly out from under me. I get to my knees and gather some of the pills into my palm.

“Who is it?” I yell, opening the drawer in the nightstand and swiping the remaining ones off the comforter into the bare, wooden hidey-hole. I dump the rest from my hand inside as well, saving an amphetamine for my greedy mouth. My tongue is sandpaper, but I choke it down. I stand and stumble across the damp carpet, leaning on the console table by the door. My body fights the spins, losing like a toddler boxing Joe Lewis.

Bang! Bang! Bang! 

The knocking comes a third time. My head is pounding worse now; it must be the heat, or the quarts of alcohol I’ve dumped down my throat. “I’m coming,” I yell, reaching for the knob. At the last second, my brain comes back from wherever it had been vacationing, and I check the clock on the wall. It’s too early for it to be Jerry. He told me he’d be rigging lights on the set of some western picture until around four, then it would be another couple of hours until he could drive out.

Instinctually, I grab my suitcase. “Just a minute.” Then I glance back at the mirror, smirking at my naked form. No, let them look. I don’t belong to anyone. James is probably whispering in the ear of some young starlet right now, telling her the lies he used to tell me. Let them look at me. I reach for the doorknob, hoping it’s the bellhop, just so I can see the look on his face. When I swing the door open, I can hear the revelry of the pool, feel the dry heat, but I only find the doormat. I’m alone, and suddenly, I feel ridiculous.

The door slams shut, and I turn back to the bed when the knock comes again.

“Who is it?” I ask, shuffling through the closet, pulling the complementary robe off the hanger. When I cinch the waist, I feel more exposed wrapped in the cheap terrycloth. At least I was in control when I was naked. As Mother said: "The clothes make the woman."

No answer from my mystery visitor. I move to the door and try to call out again, but it feels redundant. Instead, I fire up a cigarette from the case on the nightstand and watch the shadows scampering along the crack under the door. Probably some asshole who found out a star was staying here and wanted attention. As good as the Sunrise Resort is at weeding people like that out, nobody’s perfect. They did, after all, let a kid in here, no matter what that girl at the desk says.

Something isn’t sitting right. I remember this behavior from the time I’d acquired that stalker after the first Enforcers’ picture debuted. Fun is fun, but things like this can go south quickly.

I shake my head, unwilling to believe that, or, more likely, reluctant to relive that nightmare. It’s probably Murray, desperate to get me to sign on for the next Enforcer film. He probably brought the contract with him. No, Murray wouldn’t drive all the way out here. He hates the desert.

The knock comes more forcefully. I’ve had enough and stomp toward the door, swinging it open.

“What?” I yell.

“Miss Davis?” It’s the young woman from the office.

I exhale to calm my nerves and try to stop my heart from jumping out of my chest. Still, my hands shake. “Yes, what is it?” I say, trying to remain at an even keel to keep my frustration and fear hidden.

“You don’t belong here,” the woman says.

The world seems to blur as the girl’s words register. “Excuse me?”

She adjusts those stupid, trendy glasses. “I said you’ve received a call in the front office. I was on my way out, so I figured I’d stop by and let you know myself.” She smiles bashfully. “I’m a big fan.”

I furrow my brow. “Who was the call from?” I can’t get the little girl’s blue eyes out of my head.

The girl’s face grows somber. “The... gentleman refused to leave a name. He only... regrettably informed me he won’t be able to join you this evening.”

Something drops in the pit of my stomach, busting through the bottom and leaking my soul out like a plug was pulled from the bathtub drain. “Oh...” I force my eyes to meet the girl’s. “Did he say anything else? Did he say why?”

“I’m sorry, Missus Connor... I mean, Miss Davis. Anyway, enjoy your visit.”

I offer a tired smile as she turns to leave. I slowly push the door closed, but yank it open before it catches. In the parking lot, my car is still alone. There were a lot of people at that pool, too many for my car to be the only one here. I step out onto the cement to make sure, and sure enough, next to my car, the little girl stands alone. I can see her blue eyes from here.

“There! You see? The little girl!” I yell, pointing. The girl from the office stops in her tracks, looks back at me, and follows my finger.

After a moment, she turns back, offering a pitiful smile. “Maybe you should get some rest, Miss Davis.”

I sigh. “She was just—never mind.” I turn and go back to my room, back to my shame. All my bad habits gathered in one location, becoming the devil in this hell, I shut the door and join them. It’s no wonder Jerry decided not to come, but he doesn’t know about any of this. He’s never seen this side of me. Has James gotten to him? Before the notion can eat me from the inside, I move to the nightstand for another drink and another pill.

The room falls away; the sound of waves crashes against the side of the building like I’m in the hold of a ship. I glance out the bay window, staring at a gray sky churning over a large body of water.

That’s impossible. I’m in the desert.

I spin, eyeing the porch I’m suddenly standing on. The windows, the furniture, remind me of a poem my mother read to me as a girl. A poem that invokes more than nostalgia, but a sense of change.

Just a little white cottage over the hill

All shining and fresh and new

With a gray stone chimney and gray-green roof,

Shimmering, glistening, wet with dew:

And the chimney seems as a knight of old.

Guarding his lady fair.

So that worry and doubt and bitter words.

May find no refuge there.

What a blessed haven for weary hearts.

Searching in vain for peace:

Leave worry and doubt at the top of the hill.

Let all your troubles cease.

Although the words are calming, the change they invoke in me brings a sense of trepidation. Something bad happened the last time I read this.

I glance across the lawn to the treeline jutting up on the edge of the property. Waves continue to beat against the little house, violently, as if they might break the glass, and I wonder if this little place can stand up to the onslaught. I turn away, moving back into the newly formed living room, just in case. Framed photos adorn the shelf over the fireplace, each a portrait of a different person. Some wear strange clothes in bright, vibrant colors, while others look old-fashioned and sepia-toned.

Amongst the strangers' faces is the little girl. I stare in shock, and once my body responds to commands again, I lift the photo, looking into her eyes, wondering who she is, or was. The girl in the photo shifts slightly, just enough to make me drop the frame. The glass shatters. I inch away. The couch catches the back of my knees, and I’m falling, falling, falling seemingly forever until I crash onto the seat.

“Don’t... trust...” a man’s voice says. I jerk toward the source to find the portrait hanging on the wall behind me. I place the person immediately, the old man from the pool. The bartender. Howard.

Another knock behind me. I turn to find I’m sprawled across the bed, back in the hotel room. Fear is swapped out for anger as I shoot up and stomp across the room, ripping the door open.

“What?” I stare again, wide-eyed.

The bartender stares back. His eyes are shimmering through the creases on his face, displaying. youth within that I hadn’t noticed before. He lifts my hat. “You forgot this at the pool.”

I look him up and down. He’s still just an unassuming old man, but something is definitely familiar about him, other than my deranged visions of moving photos. “What do you really want?” I demand.

“What do you mean?” he asks, but his face betrays him. He’s not surprised I asked that very forward question. Perhaps because of the demeanor I displayed at the pool, but he doesn’t balk.

I turn and walk back to the chair in the corner of the room, perching on the edge and crossing my legs. “No bartender has ever personally returned an item left behind at a bar to anyone, probably in the history of man, without some ulterior motive. It happened to me once, and let’s just say that man didn’t have my best interests at heart.” This is different, though; there isn’t a speck of salaciousness in this old guy, which is scarier, at least I know what frisky men want.

He places his hands on his hips and pulls his lips back flush with his gums, running through the motions of thinking of some excuse. Eventually, he enters, shutting the door behind him. “You should be more careful about letting people in.”

I snicker to hide my fear. He’s right, but I say, “I think I can handle an old man.”
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