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IN THE MIRROR


She was pulling the body along by the arms, moving backward step by step. The body was heavy for her, a dead weight on the floor of the hallway. She paused for a moment to glance around. The narrow passage was deserted. She changed her grip from the upper arms to the wrists. She started again to pull. There were small clicking noises as the bones moved in their sockets, hers or the victim’s joints it was impossible to tell. She wore no shoes. Her black net stockings wrinkled around her ankles as she moved on the dark red nylon carpet. She was much thinner than the body she was pulling. She might have been an insect hauling its dead to a burial place.


The woman’s face was a tense mask, very pale under the white fluorescents in the passage. She seemed almost bloodless, a pale, Oriental look. Her short hair and bangs formed a black helmet. The hair was so solidly black and so immaculately cut that it looked like a wig. There was something doll-like, artificial about her. The thinness of her uncovered arms and angled legs gave the impression of a marionette controlled by invisible strings. When she looked round, her eyes were sooty marbles, showing neither fear nor desire.


Only her lips suggested a conscious concern for what she was doing, and how dangerous it would be if she were seen. The lips moved independently from the rest of her face. They tightened with her exertions. When the body she pulled moved more easily along the passage, her lips relaxed. Her impassivity could have been interpreted as satisfaction.


Her thin dress matched her hair and suited her limbs. As she bent to rearrange her grip on the body, her small breasts were visible. Delicate glands, they seemed extraneous to her narrow torso. Having moved only a few feet, she paused again for breath and a look around. In her black dress, stockings, and neat hair, she looked as if she was going to, or had come from, a party. She was pale and cool. There was no sign of sweat on her forehead.


The temperature outside the small hotel was above one hundred degrees. It was desert heat, New Mexico in July. At the end of the hallway the blinds were down over the window. Under the window was a humming air-conditioning unit. Outside was an old railroad track unused this Sunday. Beyond the track the small town of Artesia shimmered in the hair-dryer heat. Having gotten behind schedule, they were working Sunday shooting a scene in a local church. I had visited one of my clients on set earlier that day. Mike Adorno had a small part in a TV movie called Ghost Town, a supernatural modern western. But whatever they were shooting, it couldn’t match this as an essay in the bizarre. A great opening scene for a movie. I would suggest it to Paul Jaspers when I got back to town. Paul was a young writer client for whom I had high hopes.


Watching the woman’s progress, I found myself unable to breathe. I had come out of my room and almost immediately seen her and her victim reflected in a mirror set at an angle at the junction of the hallway. I watched her face, unable to look away. What would happen if she looked up into the mirror that linked us so clearly and saw me? My skin tingled. I continued to examine the mask face; I could feel the thin arms between my fingers. I could smell the lemony perfume trail she had left. She must have passed my door just before I came out. She must have pulled the body right past my door.


To begin with I had hardly glanced at the victim. She was wearing a white miniskirt, a blue denim shirt, and white sneakers. No stockings. Blond hair. Biggish breasts, I guessed, although the angle in the mirror made it difficult to see her properly. In any case, I was watching the woman in black. The girl must have been either unconscious or dead. Later, I thought she looked a little like Barbara.


Then the woman looked up as she took a deep breath. I jumped back to the door of my room. I fumbled with the key which was still in my hand. Had she seen me?


I went back into my room. I closed the door very slowly and quietly and waited. Waited? What for? Wait a minute. Why was I hiding? Why didn’t I go down the passage to see what was happening? Now. Quick. If the woman was disposing of that girl’s body, shouldn’t I report it to the hotel, if not to the police? But then I didn’t want to get involved. It was none of my business, even if it was a crime.


But I was intrigued, and being intrigued cast me in the role of detective. So why, if I was the detective, did I feel guilty? As if I were the criminal.
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BARBARA'S FAIR HAIR


I came back into the room and closed the door. At the end of the bed the television was still on. No sound, just the visual antics of two aggressive cartoon characters, a big dog and a small cat trying to destroy each other because it was supposedly in their natures.


Barbara was in the bathroom.


“Did you get it?” she asked.


“They didn’t have any.”


“No beer? That’s ridiculous.”


When I left the hotel room it was to go out to get two beers. I didn’t get them because I was stopped by what I had seen in the hallway.


“Are you all right?” Barbara was suddenly concerned. I must have looked strange. I bent and kissed her breast softly at first, then with sucking energy. I pulled half of her breast into my mouth. The suddenness excited her. I put my hand under her buttocks and started to squeeze her flesh. Again I saw the woman being dragged along the hallway outside. I imagined the victim without her clothes, her bottom sliding on the rough carpet.


Sex with Barbara started better than it finished. She loved to treat me like a baby, enfolding me, cuddling me, nursing me. It gave her enormous pleasure. But by the time we were back on the bed and she had finished undressing me, I no longer really wanted her. I wanted to rerun the scene I had witnessed outside in the hallway, stop it and examine it closely when I felt like it, and rub myself as and when I wanted and then move on inside the scene. What I had seen had unlocked a special kind of desire I hadn’t known since adolescence when searching books and photographs for sexual excitement.


Why had I settled with Barbara? Settled is the wrong word. And untrue. I hadn’t settled for anything. Until Barbara, I hadn’t lived with any girl for more than a few weeks. I enjoyed my freedom with women. I got easily bored. When I moved in with Barbara and stayed it was a shock. To me.


At thirty-three years of age was it domesticity? It was certainly pleasurable and convenient living with her. I had the occasional fling, but I didn’t enjoy lying to her. She was naturally faithful. I was enough for her. We had the occasional fight. She thought I ought to merge with a bigger agency. But I needed my independence. The thought of having someone over me was not acceptable. I had to admit she was a shade too conventional. With Barbara, what you saw was what you got. But then, if what you got was what you wanted, what was wrong with that?


She continued to mother me with her mouth. I lay back with my fingers inside her and did next to nothing until she brought herself to the brink by rubbing my penis between her breasts and licking her fingers to help.


The memory of those two women was indelible now. Had I seen the aftermath of a murder? Was it the end of a lesbian fight? Or was there some simple, innocent explanation? I couldn’t think of one. I was intrigued by the arousal. It was unexpected, wild. The stimulus was intense. I didn’t want it to go away.


One of Barbara’s rings scraped my groin. She wore six or seven rings at any given time. She had scores of rings, because she made them and sold them in a small boutique in Santa Monica. On several occasions when a woman admired one of her rings, usually in a restaurant, she would offer to sell it. Barbara was a model for her own work. Some women were surprised that she would wear jewelry that had no significance for her. I was sometimes surprised how unsentimental Barbara could be.


She sighed deeply, closed her eyes, and stretched. She put her hand between my legs in a gesture of thanks. When she felt that I was hard she opened her eyes.


“Come inside me,” she said lovingly.


I was still watching, feeling almost, the thin strong hands of the woman in the hallway, gripping not the wrists of her victim, but holding mine as I lay back.


“Is that what you want?” Barbara asked, putting her jeweled hand at the back of my neck and exerting a little pressure. “Come on.”


I grunted. I moved close to her sticky skin. The room was airless. I touched her shoulder-length blond hair. I wanted it to be black and short and slightly oily. I moved my other hand to her fair pubic hair, which hardly concealed the opening of her vagina. When I first saw the soft hair between her legs I thought I would never tire of looking at it, touching it, penetrating it. But at this moment the light color seemed obvious, see-through like a close-up in a girlie magazine, without mystery. I half-loved Barbara. I wanted her because she had wanted me. Barbara closed her eyes again.


I thought I heard a sound outside the hotel-room door. I caught my breath. Had the woman seen me before I ducked back into my room? Had she now come to explain, to beg for my silence, to offer me anything not to report her? I waited. There was no further noise.


“What is it?”


“Nothing. I thought someone was outside the door.”


“It’s wonderful to spend a weekend away like this, even in a crummy little hotel.”


“Yes,” I said.


“Ouch, careful.” She twisted as I pushed into her. I held her shoulders down on the bed. I had no intention of hurting Barbara. I just needed the release. The sound outside the door had made it urgent. I closed my eyes and saw black and red. I came quickly. This got her started again. I had injected her with passion. She wanted me to come again. Her desire was blatant. I went slack. She stroked my balls. It worked but it made me slightly uncomfortable. I did not want her to want me now. I felt what it was probably like to be a woman resisting unwelcome attentions. Barbara started to cry but without tears, out of pure desire.


There was a news bulletin on the television. I pressed the remote to hear what was going on in the world. Almost immediately, the phone rang beside the bed.


In that second before I said “Hello,” I knew it was her, the woman in the passage. I felt cold.


“Mr. Elliott?”


I exhaled audibly. It was the deskman’s voice.


“There’s a message for you, Sir.”


“A message?”


“An envelope, Sir. I’d send it up, but the boy’s on an errand and the maids have left for the day.”


“I’ll pick it up.” I hung up.


“What is it?” Barbara got off the bed.


“Someone’s left me a note.” I shrugged as if it had no importance. “I don’t want that beer anymore. Why don’t we get dressed and try and find a proper drink. We can visit the set if you like. They’ll have booze.” Anything to get out of that hotel room.


Barbara agreed and went into the bathroom, pulling the door shut. Had she noticed a change in my behavior?


The hallway was deserted. The aging elevator was in use or else out of action. I went down the stairs two at a time. I almost slipped on the loose carpeting. I came up to the bald deskman in the lobby.


“You’ve got a message for me. Mr. Elliott.”


“Yes, Sir.”


The guy took an envelope from under the desk. He handed it to me. I started to open it, hesitated.


“Did you see who delivered this?”


“I didn’t see them. I was taking a call. I found it right here.” He patted the stained desktop.


I opened the envelope carefully. My name, “Mr. Elliott,” was neatly written on it in ballpoint pen. Inside was a piece of plain white paper. The unsigned message was unambiguous: “I know you saw me.”
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LAND OF ENCHANTMENT


The film crew was just about to wrap when Barbara and I arrived at the church. Mike Adorno, my client, was a guy with a brutal face and a sweet disposition. He insisted we have an early dinner with him before we left for Albuquerque and Los Angeles. I looked at every woman on the set, from the leading actress to the script supervisor. I couldn’t help myself. None of them looked like her. Barbara took Mike’s arm and led him on ahead as we crossed the Santa Fe railroad on our way to dinner.


I thought of making some excuse and going back to the hotel to look for her. She had to have been staying there. I considered going from room to room, smashing down doors to find her. I was walking on a sand dune. I could feel my own blood running around in my veins and bubbling in my arteries. Find her if you dare. That was the injunction. “I know you saw me.” Was it possible she might be somewhere out there looking for me?


The three of us went to the El Rancho Cafe for dinner. It was a Chinese restaurant with Mexican help. I couldn’t handle the food. The specialty of the house was deep-fried chicken gizzard with sweet-and-sour sauce. None of us ordered it. For me the conversation during the meal was like skimming the pages of a script.


“I’m sure amber jewelry is staging a comeback,” said Barbara.


“So you’ll talk to him about my per diems,” said Mike.


“I should have bought some turquoise while I was here. After all, New Mexico is turquoise country,” said Barbara.


“This fish was a mistake,” said Mike. “How can you have fish in the middle of a goddamn desert?”


“You know, there are more sightings in this state than in the rest of the country put together.” Barbara had gotten this information from an airline magazine she picked up on the plane coming out.


I agreed with her. But you don’t have to look up in the sky for a sighting. In this state you can see things in the narrow passage of a rundown hotel in a small town.


“It’s the Land of Enchantment,” said Mike. “That’s the state motto. You can see it on all the old car license plates. Land of Enchantment.”


After leaving Mike happier, flattered that among all the actors on the production only his agent had bothered to visit the location, Barbara drove our rented car back to Albuquerque. The long straight desert drive in the evening sunlight was pure Georgia O’Keeffe. Every detail was clear as crystal. The tall fingers of cactus, sentinels in silhouette, the mauve clouds fiddling with the sinking orange sun, the rim of the far mountains challenging you to guess their distance and height, the spread of lost farms where nothing seemed to grow, the tethered horse alone for the night miles from his owner’s house, the three-legged dog so adapted to his disability that he had forgotten the truck that hit him and still strayed onto the highway. Every sight was etched and distinct but at the same time composed a dreamlike image. Just like the picture in my head.


During the night flight from Albuquerque to Los Angeles, I left my seat on three occasions and wandered up the narrow aisle of the plane. I was restless. It was crazy. I was half-consciously looking for the woman.


I went back to my seat and pulled out a script I had promised to read. I got through all of ten pages in an hour. Barbara was into her second martini. She was absorbed in her fashion magazines and, unusually for her, silent. I stared at the legs of the cabin attendant as she went back and forth maybe thirty times.


I finally gave up on the script altogether and picked up one of Barbara’s foreign glossies. The pictures of the girls together in their underwear that wasn’t really theirs produced a violent erotic charge. I started to make up the story. I stopped feeling like a criminal and turned detective. Examining the way those girls held each other so formally, one in black panties, one in white, goaded my imagination. Working backward I began to see what must have happened.


They were both staying in the hotel, the woman and the girl, by chance. The woman had noticed her on Saturday morning at the desk when she was enquiring about messages. She fell in love with the girl’s neck and shoulders, the way one folded into the other like a swimmer’s torso.


They were both from out of town. The woman was a dress designer traveling to Texas, the girl a graphic artist taking cliché Georgia O’Keeffe pictures of the desert. Neither had come to New Mexico with a man.


“You’re gay,” the girl said, later that night.


“I don’t hate men.”


“I’m not that crazy about men myself. Not right now.”


“I see that,” said the woman.


Their relationship, the way they spent the day and the night, became clear to me in fragments. It wasn’t like a dream. There was nothing surreal or impressionistic about it. I could see real scenes from their life, extracts of what had happened.


After six o’clock on Saturday, yesterday, the woman followed the girl to a bar. She knocked over her drink in a contrived accident and bought her another with apologies. As in any successful pickup, dinner followed. Another bar until one-thirty in the morning and then back to the hotel. They went to the woman’s room where she had a bottle of wine. The girl smoked a joint. The woman came out of the bathroom in her white robe. The touching began. The swimmer’s neck and shoulders. Then the first request.


“Take off your shirt. Let me see you. You have a wonderful torso.”


The girl felt awkward, as Barbara might have. But unlike men, women are not instinctively afraid of each other.


The girl’s large pale nipples made the woman shiver. They reminded her of her mother’s breasts. She showed the girl her own delicate breasts with their small dark nipples. The girl was moved. So was I. Then came the first kiss.


“I’ve never done this before,” the girl said.


By the time she was naked facedown on the bed, her breathing became quite irregular. The woman was aware that for all her physical size and strength the girl had poor circulation and a weakness in her back. After the long massage the girl was on the brink of unconsciousness. She had never been so aroused in her life.


I thought of the girl in the hotel hallway as a heavy lump. If she sat on you it would hurt. The thought of the woman sitting on me, as I saw her climb onto the girl’s thighs, produced a sensation of weightlessness. She had no weight of her own and imparted that lightness to the person she was with, to the girl on the bed and the man now in the air over the mountains of New Mexico. A few minutes after the woman rolled the girl over onto her back, the girl blacked out. She had come in her head.


The woman was frustrated at this inertness. She tried to revive the girl by manipulating her tongue with her fingers and at the same time opening and closing her hand inside the girl’s vagina. I was beyond jealousy now. I despised the unconscious girl. I came close to hating the woman. How could she have made such a dumb mistake? What did she want with this creature in the first place?


I could see her dressing the girl when she woke in the morning. Those pale thin fingers pulling the girl’s panties over her muscular buttocks, taking the silly breasts and fitting them back into the bra, tugging the strap at the back to clip it.


When the girl regained consciousness in the night, the woman sucked her dry. This was the beginning of the end. The girl began to make heavy, fair-haired love to the woman. She understood nothing. She did it out of gratitude. It was a clumsy mess of a seduction and the woman was appalled. The woman did not want to be touched. That ought to have been obvious. She wanted only to touch. In the touching she was stimulated herself and was satisfied.


She stopped the girl’s confusion by removing her hands from even the outer folds of her vagina. The girl started to cry. As she sobbed, the woman untypically felt sorry for her. She kissed her tears and stroked her carefully to soothe the blotched pink flesh.


Midmorning they were in the tub together. It was too small for comfort. The woman washed the girl’s neck and shoulders. Then she climbed out of the bathtub. The girl now had room to lay back comfortably in the warm soapy water. The woman bent over her and sucked her nipples with increasing diligence. The girl closed her eyes. The lids flickered as she received this natural electric-shock treatment. The girl’s head sank down below the surface of the water. She did not close her mouth. As she sucked in air she sucked in water. She gasped and spluttered and her body went rigid in orgasm. Her body shook and she slumped against the side of the tub for support.


Time stopped. Then the woman saw that the girl had not surfaced. For the first time she was scared. She hauled the girl’s head out of the water.


“Don’t be dead,” the woman ordered. “Don’t be dead!”


The girl wasn’t breathing. The woman gave her a desperate deep sucking kiss on the lips, the kiss of life. Seeing the woman’s mouth gulping to save a life was more sensual than purely sexual kisses. The woman’s lips contorted and her throat strained. Her cheeks were alternately sucking and blowing in a disciplined frenzy. I twisted in my seat. The girl did not recover consciousness.


The woman did not panic. Now she became coldly efficient. It took her fifteen minutes to pull the girl from the bathtub. She slipped and slid impossibly. She began to dry the girl’s body very carefully, every crevice gently, every hair vigorously. Then she wrapped her in her own robe and put the girl on a towel, which she then pulled to the doorway across the tiled bathroom floor. It was hard work getting her to the center of the bedroom. Exhausted, she sat and looked at her victim, taking deep controlling breaths.


Looking at the girl, she couldn’t resist it. She opened the white gown and, imagining she was kissing her dead self, brushed the girl’s body, from hair to toenails, with her lips and hands. The body was warm. The woman had never touched a dead person before. It made her quiver. She parted the lips of the girl’s vagina and felt inside. It was warm and damp but not wet.


The woman decided to take the girl back to her own room. She decided quite specifically what to do. Drag the girl along the passage just after three, when most guests would either have checked out of the hotel or would be still out to lunch, or napping or fucking. After three was definitely the safest time of Sunday. Then I saw her.


“I know you saw me.” Yes, and now you know that I know that you saw me. So where does that leave us? Wherever you are, you must realize that I know what happened but I’m not going to report you. You’re safe with me.


We picked up my car at LAX airport and drove to the Pacific Palisades. We lived in a small house that belonged to Barbara. I wasn’t looking forward to going to bed. I didn’t want to dream some irrational crap. I wanted to remember and remember, to stay awake with her and relive what I saw and what I knew. I wanted to be alone with my mental photo album, to experience again the thrill of being criminal one minute, detective the next.


Barbara put her hand on my crotch. It was unexpected.


“When we get home I want to make love to you.”


“Oh.”


“I want to start from the beginning, as if I’d just brought you home for the first time. I’ll make you a cup of coffee, light the candles. We’ll watch a movie on ‘Showtime.’”


“What’s the movie?”


“Then I’m going to undress you. I’m going to unzip your pants and take all your clothes off one by one. Then I’m going to stroke you and kiss you. And I’m not going to let you do anything. You can imagine that you’re all chained up.”


Was this the result of a short visit to the Land of Enchantment?


I laughed. “Barbara, what’s happened to you?”


“It’s what’s going to happen to you. I’m going to seduce you. I’m going to do everything you ever dreamed of. You’re not going to do anything. Nothing. I’ll do it all. Mason, I’m going to make you explode.”


The lights turned red. I braked. I looked at her again, wondering what had prompted this release of sensuality. She had somehow picked up on my own charged sensuality and was responding to it by osmosis.


Barbara looked straight ahead. She was determined.


“I’m going to show you a thing or two,” she said. Then she sniffed. “Can you smell perfume?”


“I don’t think so, just your usual . . .” I stiffened. Now I could smell it. I sniffed again. My intestines twisted involuntarily. From its effect the perfume might have been ammonia.


“It’s kind of lemony. Verbena, isn’t it?”


Christ Almighty! The woman had been in my car.
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WHO'RE WE GONNA GET?


First thing when we were inside the house, we checked our machines. I went into the spare bedroom where I kept the machine that I alone answered. Barbara had her own in the living room. It was inside a hand-painted jewel box.


The little red eye of my machine was winking in the darkness. There was just one message: “Mason, it’s Paul. Look, I had a weird call from some woman called Felicity. Do you know her? She told me to leave you, that you were a useless agent and ought to be a writer. I tell you, she sounded kind of demented. . . . Who is she? Whoever she is, boy does she have it in for you. Anyway, I’m telling you this ’cause I don’t intend to leave. . . . I got the impression she’d called quite a few people, before she got round to me. I’ll talk to you when you get back. Hey, read my screenplay yet?”


That was the message from Paul Jaspers. Felicity was up to her old tricks again. God knows how much she’d had to drink and how many people she’d called. I was sure I’d find out over the next few days. I still had to figure out what to do about Felicity.


Barbara was as good as her word. She didn’t let me sleep. She tried everything. It didn’t happen. So I faked it. As she slapped my face with her breasts I arched my back, pushing her thighs a foot off the bed. Then I fell back. Almost immediately Barbara fell asleep like a happy dog.


I thought of the woman, herself dissatisfied, taking pity on the girl. Barbara and that girl were so alike it was uncanny. I had never faked an orgasm in my life before. I wondered about it. Women supposedly did it all the time, although never with me. Never?


I fell asleep thinking of the woman in black, holding her arm. Sadly, I don’t think I dreamed about her. I dreamed about the house burning down.


At dawn I showered and dried my sweat away. I thought of calling Felicity, but I’d work to do first. I drank three cups of espresso and got back to Paul’s script. Somehow I managed to concentrate. It was called Who’re We Gonna Get? None of Paul’s screenplays had yet been filmed, but I knew one day soon he’d make it. This one was a black comedy about the making of a movie. Each time the picture got to the firing line, someone in the cast or production either died or got sick or just didn’t turn up for work. At each stage the producers sat down and said, ‘Who’re we gonna get?’ Needless to say, in the screenplay the picture never gets made.


It was pretty funny for most of the way, but there was something jaundiced about it all. Paul had put too many of his own frustrations into it. But maybe an independent would pick it up. It had the makings of a cult hit.


In the warm mist of this West Side morning I contrived to put the woman in black out of my mind. Weaving my way down from the Palisades she didn’t seem so real. By eight-thirty I was sitting comfortably in a traffic jam on Sunset, and the lemony perfume had gone, if it ever really existed. Nothing can last very long in L.A. Except the traffic, which is eternal.


I took advantage of the jam to call Os Yates. I wanted him to leave his agent and join Mason Elliott and Associates. I’d known Os Yates for eight years, since I was a junior at ICM and he was a struggling actor of the punk era. Now Os was pulling down a million five a picture. By the time I got my own agency, he had already signed with Larry Campbell. Os had always said he’d join me, but just before his contract was up and he was ready to come over, something stupid happened and the deal fell apart.


He was dating this alcoholic starlet named Rosie Elman I represented. I got her a part in a soft-core picture called A Hard Life, in which she took her clothes off a few times. When Os saw the picture he went ape-shit seeing his beloved with her legs akimbo. He blamed me unreservedly and swore never to talk to me again.


Then he joined Larry Campbell and like a dummy signed a five-year contract. Five years. Two would have been fine. So Larry represented Os just as he started to climb the ladder. Eventually we made it up after he discovered that little Rosie had been screwing his half-brother. He then found out that Larry knew about it and had been concealing this fact from him for months. Os hated Larry for that and tried to leave him and come over to me. But Larry wouldn’t let him out of his contract, which still had two years to run. However, every Monday morning I called Os because I was determined to represent him one day. I like him. And then there’s the additional factor that 10 percent of Oswald Yates would improve my status.


“Os, did I wake you? . . . You were dreaming about me? Good things, I hope.”


He told me his dream. This was spooky. In his dream Os had come into a hotel room somewhere, his hotel room it seemed, and found me in bed with a woman. The woman was very thin, pale-skinned with a Louise Brooks hairdo, like a black helmet. Black helmet, those were his words. It was scary. He must’ve picked up my fear in my questioning voice.


“What . . . what happened? . . . What did you do?” I had to know.


Os had only a poor recollection of what he did in his dream. All he could remember was that the woman got out of the bed, put on a black silk dress, and was gone.


“And then?” I was asking. “You’ve got to remember.”


But Os couldn’t remember.


The traffic was moving again. The woman in black was in my brain again. There’d been an accident. I felt that I had been in it. Os’s dream spooked me.


Next, someone had been sick all over my parking space. Beverly Hills on the weekend was another town. I walked along the first-floor passage to my office, still thinking about Os’s dream. It had to be just a crazy coincidence.


As I arrived at my office I ran into Kate Maddox. She was a psychotherapist who had the office down the hall from me.


“Mason, you’re looking beautiful.”


“Kate, men don’t come any prettier.”


About a year ago we had found each other arriving together at the bathroom door at the end of the hall. We had been on nodding terms before. This was the first time we had laughed together. Kate was an academic type of woman in her late thirties. She had always appeared somewhat remote before.


That evening when I left my office I saw her door was open. Kate was packing papers for the weekend. I couldn’t resist her or her couch. It was instant, healthy, and unneurotic fun. We fucked our brains out for a few hours that evening and had dinner at the Mandarin across the street. Afterward, we came back to my office for more. And that was it. I had the feeling Kate wanted rough treatment. I wasn’t up for that. To me it was more worrying than pleasurable. I guess we both saw that. Nowadays, we just joked together.


“You’re wasting your time as an agent,” she said. “You should be an actor.”


“And you should become an artist’s model, strictly nude work, and quit being a shrink.”


We laughed and went our own ways.


I pushed the office door. It was locked. So Alexis wasn’t in yet. That was strange. Alexis, my secretary, and I had a pact: She would always be in by eight-thirty on Mondays, in return for which she could leave at four on Fridays. I looked for my key. Alexis had been with me since I started the agency. She was efficient, kind of dull, but utterly reliable. When she had very painful period cramps she would rest up odd days here and there, but that was it. We had a very good relationship.


I saw the envelope propped up against the word processor. It was addressed “Mr. Elliott.” Instant panic, as I recalled the letter in the hotel, even though this was typed. I tore it open. I read the letter inside. It was from Alexis, typed on my word processor and on Mason Elliott and Associates paper.


Dear Mr. Elliott,


I spent almost the whole weekend here in the office writing this letter while you were in New Mexico. Don’t be too angry. I just can’t work for you anymore.


For months I have been tortured by these visions (I can only call them that), yes, visions of the two of us together. I sit at the desk answering the phone and I feel your arms come around me, your hands in my hair, everything.


Of course, part of me knows that you’ve never really touched me but I feel that you have. I can’t help it. The night we had dinner at the Imperial Gardens, I don’t know whether you noticed but I was in tears. Really. I felt so lousy. I know I drank too much. I couldn’t help it.


Afterwards, when you drove me home, I asked you up and, well you know the rest. . . . It was wonderful, wonderful. But the thing is now I can’t face you anymore. I’ve got to get away. Don’t misunderstand all this, will you? I know it’s a vision of mine, but I just can’t help it. Forgive me please. Please. I’m so unhappy. Reading this, you must think I’m really dumb. I didn’t want it to happen, but it did.


So now I’ve told you. I’ve written this because I couldn’t bring myself to tell it to your face. I must be a coward but I love you. I want you. I feel warm all over with you.


I’m going to my mother for a few days back east. I suppose I’ll want a reference from you if that’s all right. I hope you’ll give me one even if you’re angry now. On a professional level I’ve loved working with you and I think I did a good job. Thank you for everything.


Good-bye, Alexis


P.S. Felicity called on Sunday at 3:15 P.M. She was very angry that you hadn’t called her. She swore a lot. I’m used to that, as you know, but it upset me very much because she accused me of having an affair with you. A.


Fuck Felicity. I had to go sort her out. I started to read the letter again. It was so depressing. Alexis gone. Gone, dammit. Now who was I gonna get?
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FELICITY


I had never laid hands on Alexis, never even thought about it. Or had I? Somewhere, at some time, perhaps, I had maybe considered seducing her, when I was tired or bored. When I look closely at a woman, at some point I think about sleeping with her. Everybody has their fantasies, and they’re harmless enough. Except not so harmless for Alexis. She must have been sitting there at the desk torturing herself for months. She invented the love of her life. Me. It was pathetic. Although perhaps I should be flattered that I was the focus of all this passion. I had never received a letter like that in my life. A few notes of affection from Barbara and some others, but nothing like this. It must have taken some courage to write this kind of thing down, to commit it to paper.


The phone rang. It was Joe Ransom, a producer of down-market but not-uninteresting independent movies.


“Hey Joe, what’s happening?”


“I’ve a not-uninteresting project. I’m looking for a writer. Somebody young.”


“And cheap,” I said, knowing Joe.


“More like experimental.”


“Haven’t you heard there’s a strike on?”


The writers’ strike was now in its third month. It had affected everyone in town, and in some areas not for the worse. Paul Jaspers would not have written Who’re We Gonna Get? on spec if he had had commissioned work.


“Find the right guy and I’ll pay him in Europe, in Hong Kong, cash in a brown paper bag, I’ll pay his grocer’s bills or his mortgage.”


Joe’s voice was as high as his state of mind.


“You sound serious, Joe. Why don’t you send the material over and I’ll read it.”


“There’s nothing to read, kid. Let’s just meet. I want to move quickly on this. Lunch tomorrow at The Grill.”


“Twelve-thirty.”


“Make it twelve-forty-five. I don’t finish with my analyst till midday and you know what the traffic’s like from the Valley.”


This could be something for Paul. I hung up and made a note on my blotter diary. I ought to call him about Felicity’s message. Later.


I opened Saturday’s mail. I made a few notes on the blotter for replies. Then I read Alexis’s letter again. I wondered what would happen if I wrote a crazy letter like that to the woman in black?


To work. I looked up the number of the agency Alexis came from. Fast Finders. I spoke to a voice there.


“What exactly are you looking for, Mr. Elliott?”


“Reliability above all. I want a girl who can be trusted to do everything she’s supposed to. The one I really don’t want is the one that lies and says she’s done it when she hasn’t.”


“Age?”


“Totally unimportant. Not over thirty-five.”


I put the machine on and locked up the office. I drove into Hollywood.


I grew up in Hollywood. As a matter of fact, the apartment where I lived with my mother after my father’s death is still there, and empty. A few years ago she said I could have it when she herself moved to a larger, more baroque place. But she never got around to making it official and turning the deeds over to me.


“You live there,” she said. “I don’t want to go there ever again.”


She knew well that my memories of the place were unhappy. She knew I would never actually live there. So it has remained dustily embalmed since then. I thought of renting it out, but never quite got around to it. For myself, I rented another place for a couple of years before moving in with Barbara.


A wave of loneliness came over me. I remembered the places I had lived in, addresses more than places, and the people I had lived with. Living now in Barbara’s house, I realized that if I had had a home of my own, it was the office. The office was the place I was most attached to.


Out of loneliness I wanted to visit the old apartment right now. It was on the second floor of a street of largely Spanish-style houses that were once middle class, then fell into disrepute, while she and I lived there, and in recent years have come up again with the yuppie influx.


I unlocked the outer door of the building and climbed the stairs. There was a strong smell of rotting plants. I pressed the timed light button. The bulb was inadequate. They hadn’t changed the fixture since I lived there twenty years ago. “They?” There was no they. The place was ours for all eternity, mine and my mother’s. The carpet on the stairs was very springy. For some reason, my mother had it renewed after she left. I turned the key in the door. At that moment I knew why I had decided to visit the apartment.


To look at the mirror in the bedroom. When my mother was out, which was not very often, I used to creep into her room and look at the mirror. This mirror was full-length, built to the height of my mother, in an Art Deco pink and apple green plaster frame. The left-hand side of the frame was wider than the right. The top of the frame was thicker than the bottom. When I came into the room like a burglar to go through the drawers of the commode, I would glance into the mirror so I could see if my mother was coming into the apartment. It was angled so that with the bedroom door open, it reflected the length of the passage right across the small hall to the front door. While my mother was out, I would run a bathtub of water and take my clothes off, ready to wash or be washed. Naked, I would ritually examine the room. When I saw or heard my mother coming, I would head for the bath and leap into the water. So that when my mother found me, I seemed to be doing a sensible, late-afternoon thing. Once upon a time I spent a lot of time in the tub. Now as I looked again in the mirror I saw not my mother but the woman in black and her Barbara-like victim in the hotel passage. The vision wasn’t a shock. It was dreamy.


The mirror remained, but precious little else did. The yellowing lace curtains were still there. The worn patterned Arab rugs, whose designs reminded me of gardens and mazes, were as slippery as ever on the oak flooring. A coffee table thick with dust. A tall lamp with a thin bead chain to pull it on or off was now a spider’s home. There was a pile of newspapers, brown with twenty years of local history, which had never been thrown out. The kitchen, which my mother used as a bar rather than a larder, retained its peculiar smell of cat and cat food, despite the fact that we never owned a cat. I looked around for a souvenir to take to my mother. I found nothing. I picked up the old vulcanizate phone. The line was long dead. But not my mother.


Her new apartment was older than the old one. It was in a classic Hollywood building where Mae West lived until she died. It had a heavy, senseless character. My mother lived alone in five rooms, fingers of a splayed hand. She used only two fingers, a bedroom that with the exception of the mirror was identical to the old one, and a living room that was devoted to music and books. Several hundred volumes and several hundred records and cassettes constituted the furniture, together with ten thousand dollars’ worth of hi-fi equipment, all of it British in make. She had an obsession with British manufacturing. She never explained it beyond asserting that it was the best. I put this down to the influence of my father, who was originally from England. She refused on principle to buy a CD player.


The woman who opened the door was a familiar but still startling sight. Fifty-six or fifty-seven years old, claiming always not to know her real age, my mother was a young-old woman. Long black hair without a hint of gray made her look girlish. Her face, lined, grooved almost, presented an aging mask to the world. Her body was thin and angular, incredibly preserved, like a dancer’s, and belonged to a woman of thirty. She always wore a black lace blouse through which her good breasts and broad amber nipples were quite clear. Her bony hands had the light brown spots of age. The tight black skirt, midlength and showing off her ageless legs in black stockings, was somehow out of time, beyond fashion. Her dark red, immaculately painted lips smiled at me. Her black eyes looked me up and down as usual.


“Hello, Felicity.”


“Come in, Mason.” She sounded drunk, but wasn’t. Her drinking voice had remained over the years so she always sounded as if she were halfway through her second bottle of the day, even if she hadn’t had a drink.


I followed her into my damaged past and closed the door with its seven locks.


“Where have you been? I wanted to talk to you.”


“I went away for the weekend to New Mexicio.”


“Did you go to Taos?”


“No. Albuquerque.”


“Albuquerque? What the fuck for?”


“To visit a client. I went with Barbara.”


“Why don’t you dump that bimbo?”


Here we go, I thought. My mother had only seen Barbara twice and was violently rude to her on both occasions.


“She’s just the kind of dumb broad your father went for, don’t ask me why. All feeble and yellowy. You know, Mason, I sometimes think that if you found yourself a proper woman, you’d perform a lot better. She can’t be any use to your work and when it comes to fucking I’ll bet she doesn’t know which end is up.”


Now it was my turn.


“What the fuck do you mean by calling up my clients and telling them to quit?”


“Somebody’s got to tell them.” She fell into a chair and put her stockinged feet on the coffee table among the six or seven books she was reading simultaneously.


“Just remember, I’m the first fucking woman you met on this planet.”


I looked at her. With her feet on the table I could see up her black dress. I couldn’t see if she was wearing panties or not. Probably not. She knew what I was thinking. Mother or not, she brought me up thinking, like herself, of everything in sexual terms. Not just men and women but objects too. “That chair’s no good,” she would say, “you couldn’t fuck in that.” “That’s boring music. The rhythm’s all wrong for screwing to.” Light fixtures, door handles, kitchenware, carpets; everything was viewed by Felicity in terms of sexual significance.


“Do you want some coffee?” she asked. “I’ve got some new coffee beans from an Italian place in the Valley. They’re real black and slightly oily. Like little animal turds.”


I declined this appetizing offer.


“You look nervous, Mason. What’s happened?”


“My secretary’s just quit.” When I said it, I knew it was a mistake.


“Why? Didn’t she want to fuck you anymore? I kind of liked her voice. It was sexy.”


A thought came into my head: Why hadn’t I tried to call Alexis, to have the thing out with her? Maybe I was relieved in some way that a relationship was over. Was I unconsciously looking for a new face in the office?


“You said you wanted to talk to me.” I tried to sound firm and businesslike. It sometimes worked. Given a subject that interested her, Felicity was capable of talking sense, even of insight. In another life she might have become a female guru, a marabout in Arabia.


“I was looking through some old shit the other day and I found this.” She rummaged around on the coffee table and found a sheaf of typed pages. She handed them to me. “Recognize it?” she asked.


I looked at the pages. I did recognize it. She had kept some of my work when I was still struggling to write.


“Take it away and reread it. It’s pretty shitty but there’s something in it.”


“I remember.”


“I want you to stop what you’re doing, Mason. Go back to writing. But for fuck’s sake quit this nonsense now. An agent is a shitty thing to be.”


“Felicity, listen to me. I like my work. I enjoy what I do. I get a charge out of helping my clients. Get it through your head, I’m not a writer and I never will be.”


I threw the pages back onto the table. I was used to her craziness, her loony sexuality, but her constant carping was too much. Becoming an agent was probably the sharpest thing I ever did. The job gave me a sense of myself. It allowed me to enjoy my limitations.


Felicity got up. “You know your trouble, Mason. Your trouble is you never found anyone you really wanted to fuck. You never wanted a woman, except me. You never wanted any fucking thing, not really wanted it. Maybe I’m all wrong. Maybe being an agent is perfect for you. It lets you want what other people want. You’ve no fucking desire of your own, so you live through other people’s. I’m showing you a way out.”


I’d had enough. I seriously considered taking Felicity and throwing her out of the window. Instead, I kept my temper and went to the door.


“Darling mother, I know the way out.”


I opened the door with seven locks.


“Don’t call me that, Mason!” She was furious. “I’ve never been a mother to you.”


I turned at the open door. I looked back at her. Felicity, my mother, a portrait in black.


“That’s true. So stop trying to run my life. If you call any of my clients again, I’ll come and beat the shit out of you. I swear it.”


“I’m going to put you out of the agency business if it’s the last thing I do.”


I slammed the door. Leaving the apartment, I breathed deeply to control my anger. I considered going to the pool at the Bel Age hotel for a dip. I kept my swimming shorts and robe in the trunk of my car. I unloaded tension when I swam. Well, I was tense enough right now. But the relief I needed most was to find a replacement for Alexis.


I got back to the office around three o’clock. Os had called and left a message on the machine. I called him back, but he was out. A good thing. I no longer wanted to talk to him about his dream. Our dream. I opened the mail and waited for the first potential replacement for Alexis. By coincidence the first applicant had worked for Os’s agent, Larry. In truth, I was more interested in him than in her.


“Mr. Campbell was a very difficult person.”


“In what way?”


“He would fly into crazy rages over nothing.”


“There’s a lot of tension in this job, you know.” I smiled to myself. Not just from the job.


“Mr. Campbell’s tensions didn’t come from the job, not in my opinion.” She read my mind.


“From where then?” Everything about Os’s agent interested me.


“From his head.”


I didn’t take to this girl. I didn’t trust her. There was something vaguely criminal about her. Whatever she told me about Larry she’d eventually tell someone else about me. She had dyed hair, auburn, and a thin-lipped mouth, painted shocking pink. Also, I could see the triangular line of her panties’ elastic cutting into her buttocks. Then she started to quibble about the money. That was it. At the door I shook her soft hand. She winked at me slowly. At least I thought she did.


“How was your day?” Barbara asked later.


I made it simple. “Alexis quit.”


“Quit? Why?”


“She had problems at home, back east.”


“Men problems, more likely,” Barbara said, uncharitably I thought. “What exactly did she say?”


“She didn’t. She just left a note.”


“That’s a real pain in the butt,” Barbara said. “Poor you.”
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MY LUNCH WITH JOE


The Grill was crowded at lunchtime. I stopped at three tables before I made it to Joe’s booth. It was a relief to get away from the office calls Alexis used to field so well. In two days I had found out just how reliant I had been on her.


Joe Ransom was a surprising man for a producer. He had an Ivy League background and looked like it. He had a thin face, elegant manner, high-pitched laugh. He was well read, spoke good French, and did pills with everything. As I sat down he swallowed something, washing it down with a gin and sugar-free bitter lemon. He told me the pill was to counter the effect of alcohol. All his pills were antidotes. When Joe ate a steak he took something to break up the fat. With his bread roll he ate a starch blocker. With his glass of water he swallowed an Aqua-Ban. Joe told everyone that he had always wanted to be a singer.


“This is a real unusual project, Mason.” He handed me a book of photographs by a New York photographer called Sigismund Helman. It was called La Belle Dame Sans Merci.


“Do you know Helman’s work?”


“Yes, I think so. Mostly advertising, isn’t it?”


“Half and half. This book has sold thirty-two thousand copies in hardback at thirty-five bucks a throw. That’s not nothing. Take a minute and have a look.”


The pictures were mostly black and white with a half dozen color photographs spaced at intervals. They were all in Helman’s familiar style. Pictures of narrow-hipped, impossibly elegant women dressed invariably in black, leather or velvet, with stiletto-heeled shoes, black stockings. There was little nudity, as such, but the positions of the women, who usually came in twos, were suggestive. Through Helman’s camera eye, legs crossed were more erotic than legs apart.


In one photograph there was a woman lying full-length on a polished wood floor in a black cocktail dress with her legs crossed. Beside her was an open book. Slumped in an armchair across the room was a second woman with her legs wide apart. One leg hung over the arm, a black shoe still on her foot, and the other leg, without a shoe, bent to the floor. This woman wore a funeral veil. In the open doorway stood a man in a tuxedo, holding the other shoe. The room looked like an elegant hotel suite in Rome.


In another photograph a woman was standing with her stiletto heel pressing into a man’s shoe. Her face was calm. His face showed no pain. There was something erotic in the absence of expressed emotion. It was as if they were performing some private ritual in which pain was banished and any outward sign of pleasure forbidden.


The picture that struck me as the strangest was also the simplest. It was one of Helman’s ambiguous sets, perhaps a hotel room, perhaps an office, perhaps a borrowed house, painterly and theatrical at the same time. The room was empty. The light from the tall window suggested twilight or dawn. Near a tall Italian black metal lamp a woman was bending over, her back toward the camera and the viewer. Her head was out of sight, masked by her body. Only one arm was visible since she was apparently picking up things from the carpet. The woman was naked, but her skin was so pale that her torso and buttocks looked like smooth white stone. It made you want to put your hands on the stone-skin surface. I had the impression it would be cold to the touch, but if you put your hand between the faintly shadowed buttocks you would feel the warmth, and if you pushed your finger further inside it would be hot and liquid. This woman’s body was cool on the outside, fiery in the center.


“You understand,” said Joe, “all these pictures have the same theme, a woman who treats the man with plenty of disdain. She can have anyone. That’s the story I want, a relationship where the man, not the woman, is the replaceable one.”


Then I saw something I hadn’t spotted to begin with. There was a man in the photograph. At the far end of the room by the door was a mirror. A man, wearing only his pants, was visible in the mirror. He was looking at the woman’s back. Perhaps the man was Helman behind the camera, or an image of the man looking at the photograph from within. Or me.


“Mason, are you listening to me?”


Joe’s voice was distant. I was absorbed in this picture as if it had been music heard through Stax headphones. The outside world didn’t register. I leaned forward, bent my head down, to look at the man in the mirror. I saw myself there. Perhaps it was the mirror in the hotel hallway, the mirror in my mother’s bedroom. The man in the picture and I watched the woman together. We were doubles.


In the last few days my life had become a series of remembered photographs. In my head I turned the pages of an album of frozen images. The woman in the hotel hallway. Alexis’s letter. Felicity’s face at the door of her apartment.


“Hey Mason, are you all right?”


I came out of my dream.
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