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I call for a theater in which the actors are like victims burning at the stake, a signaling through the flames.


—ANTONIN ARTAUD








CHAPTER ONE


Rune had walked past the movie theater and was three blocks away when the bomb went off.


No way was it construction-site dynamite—she knew that from living for several years in urban-renewing Manhattan. The noise was way loud—a huge, painful bang like a falling boiler. The turbulent black smoke and distant screams left no doubt.


Then sirens, shouts, running crowds. She looked but couldn’t see much from where she stood.


Rune started toward it but then stopped, glanced at a watch—of the three on her wrist, it was the only one that worked. She was already late getting back to the studio—was due a half hour ago. Thinking: Hell, if I’m going to get yelled at anyway why not come back with a good story to take the sting out of it.


Yes, no?


Go for it. She walked south to see the carnage.


The blast itself wasn’t all that big. It didn’t crater the floor and the only windows it took out were the theater’s and the plate glass in the bar one address up. No, it was the fire was the nasty part. Wads of flaming upholstery had apparently arced like those tracer bullets in war movies and had ignited wallpaper and carpeting and patrons’ hair and all the recesses of the theater the owner’d probably been meaning to get up to code for ten years but just hadn’t. By the time Rune got there the flames had done their job and the Velvet Venus Theater (XXX Only, The Best Projection In Town) was no more.


Eighth Avenue was in chaos, closed off completely between Forty-second and Forty-sixth Streets. Diminutive Rune, thin and just over five feet, easily worked her way to the front of the spectators. The homeless people and hookers and three-card monte players and kids were having a great time watching the slick choreography of the men and women from the dozen or so fire trucks on the scene. When the roof of the theater went and sparks cascaded over the street the crowd exhaled approval as if they were watching the Macy’s fireworks over the East River.


The NYFD crews were good and after twenty minutes the fires were “knocked down,” as she heard one fireman say, and the dramatic stuff was over. The theater, a bar, a deli and peep show had been destroyed.


Then the crowd’s murmuring disappeared and everyone watched in solemn quiet when the medics brought out the bodies. Or what was left of them.


Rune felt her heart slamming as the thick green bags were wheeled or carried past. Even the Emergency Medical Service guys, who she guessed were pretty used to this sort of thing, looked edgy and green at the gills. Their lips were squeezed tight and their eyes were fixed ahead of them.


She eased closer to where one of the medics was talking to a fireman. And though the young man tried to sound cool, slinging out the words with a grin, his voice was shaky. “Four dead, but two are mystery stiffs—not even enough left for a dental.”


She swallowed; nausea and an urge to cry were balanced within her for a moment.


The queasiness returned when she realized something else: Three or four tons of smoldering concrete and plaster now rested on the same sidewalk squares where she’d been strolling just minutes before. Walking and skipping like a schoolgirl, careful to miss the cracks to save her mother’s back, glancing at the movie poster and admiring the long blonde hair of the star of Lusty Cousins.


The very spot! A few minutes earlier and . . .


“What happened?” Rune asked a pock-faced young woman in a tight red T-shirt. Her voice cracked and she had to repeat the question.


“A bomb, a gas line.” The woman shrugged. “Maybe propane. I don’t know.”


Rune nodded slowly.


The cops were hostile and bored. Authoritative voices droned, “Move along, come on, everybody. Move along.”


Rune stayed put.


“Excuse me, miss.” A man’s polite voice was speaking to her. Rune turned and saw a cowboy. “Can I get by?” He’d walked out of the burnt-out theater and was heading for a cluster of officers in the middle of the street.


He was about six two. Wearing blue jeans, a work shirt and a soldier’s vest stiff with plates of armor. Boots. He had thinning hair, swept back, and a mustache. His face was reserved and somber. He wore battered canvas gloves. Rune glanced at his badge, pinned to his thick, stained belt, and stepped aside.


He ducked under the yellow police tape and walked into the street. She edged after him. He stopped at a blue-and-white station wagon stenciled with BOMB SQUAD and leaned on the hood. Rune, slipping into eavesdropping range, heard:


“What’ve we got?” a fat man in a brown suit asked Cowboy.


“Plastic, looks like. A half ki.” He looked up from under salt-and-pepper brows. “I can’t figure it. No I.R.A. targets here. The bar was Greek.” He nodded. “And the Syndicate only blows things up after hours. Anyway, their M.O. is, if you want to scare folks, they miss protection payments, you use Tovex from a construction site or maybe a concussion grenade. Something that makes a big noise. But military plastic? Sitting right next to the gas line? I don’t get it.”


“We got something here.” A patrolman came up and handed Cowboy a plastic envelope. Inside was a scorched piece of paper. “We’re going fishing for latents so if you could be careful, sir.”


Cowboy nodded and read.


Rune tried to get a glimpse of it. Saw careful handwriting. And dark stains. She wondered if they were blood.


Cowboy glanced up. “Are you someone?”


“My mother thinks so.” She tried a fast smile. He didn’t respond, studied her critically. Maybe trying to decide if she was a witness. Or the bomber. She decided not to be cute. “I just wondered what it said.”


“You’re not supposed to be here.”


“I’m a reporter. I’m just curious what happened.”


Brown Suit offered, “Why don’t you be curious someplace else.”


Which ticked her off and she was about to tell him that as a taxpayer—which she wasn’t—she paid his salary but just then Brown Suit finished reading the note and tapped Cowboy’s arm. “What’s this Sword?”


Forgetting about Rune, Cowboy said, “Never heard of them but they want credit, they can have it till somebody better shows up.” Then he noticed something, stepped forward, away from the station wagon. Brown Suit was looking elsewhere and Rune glanced at the message on the burned paper.


The first angel blew his trumpet, and there followed hail and fire, mixed with blood, which fell on the earth; and a third of the earth was burnt up. . . .


—A Warning from the Sword of Jesus


Cowboy returned a moment later. A young priest was behind him.


“Here it is, Father.” Cowboy handed him the plastic envelope. The man touched his ear above his Roman collar as he read, nodding, his thin lips pressed together. Solemn, as if he were at a funeral. Which, Rune figured, he just about was.


The priest said, “It’s from the ‘Revelation to John.’ Chapter eight, verse . . . seven, or six maybe. I’m not—”


Cowboy asked, “What’s that about, ‘Revelation’? Like getting inspiration?”


The priest gave a polite, noncommittal laugh before he realized the cop wasn’t joking. “What it’s about is the end of the world. The Apocalypse.”


Which is when Brown Suit noticed Rune, looking through the crook of Cowboy’s arm. “Hey, you, move along.”


Cowboy turned, but didn’t say anything.


“I’ve got a right to know what’s going on. I walked by there just a minute ago. I could’ve been killed.”


“Yeah,” said Brown Suit. “But you weren’t. So count your blessings. Look, I’m getting tired of telling you to get out of here.”


“Good. ’Cause I’m getting tired of hearing it.” Rune grinned.


Cowboy reined in a smile.


“Now.” Brown Suit stepped forward.


“Okay, okay.” Rune walked away.


But slowly—just to show they weren’t going to bully her too much. Her leisurely departure let her overhear something the young priest was saying to Cowboy and Brown Suit.


“I hate to tell you this but if that note has to do with the bombing it’s not such good news.”


“Why not?” Cowboy asked.


“That verse? It’s about the first angel. In the whole passage there are seven angels all together.”


“So?” asked Brown Suit.


“I guess that means you’ve got six more to go until God wipes the slate clean.”


∗∗∗


In the office of L&R Productions, on Twenty-first Street, Rune took a beer from the fridge. It was an old Kenmore and one of her all-time favorite objects. On the door was a raised pattern like the grille of a 1950 Studebaker and it had a big silver handle that looked like it belonged on a submarine hatch.


Looking at her reflection in a scabby mirror above the receptionist’s desk, she saw her muted black-and-green portrait, lit by the fluorescence of the office: a girl in a red miniskirt, printed with silhouettes of dinosaurs, and two sleeveless T-shirts, one white, one navy. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a ponytail, which made her round face somewhat less round. In addition to the watches, Rune wore three pieces of jewelry—a double-terminated crystal on a chain, a single fake-gold earring in the shape of the Eiffel Tower and a silver bracelet in the shape of two hands clasped together, which had been broken and soldered together. The little makeup she had put on that morning had vanished in the sweat of the August afternoon and the spewing water from an open hydrant on Thirty-first Street she couldn’t resist dunking her head under. Rune wasn’t much for makeup anyway. She did best, she felt, with the least attention. When she got elaborate with her looks, she turned sophisticated into clowny, svelte into whorish.


Her theory of fashion: You’re short and occasionally you’re pretty. Stick to the basics. T-shirts, boots and dinosaurs. Use hair spray only to kill flies and to paste things into scrapbooks.


She rubbed the cold beer bottle against her cheek and sat down at the desk.


The L&R office was a good reflection of the cash flow of the company. Gray steel furniture, circa 1967. Peeling linoleum. Stacks of yellowing invoices, storyboards, art directors’ annuals and papers that had grown the dense fur of city grit.


Larry and Bob, her bosses, were Australians, documentary film makers, and—Rune’s opinion on most days—maniacs. As producers of commercials for Melbourne and New York ad agencies they had developed something more than their massive artistic egos; they were, in their own words, accurate words, “bloody fucking good.” They ate like farm animals, belched, lusted over blondes with big boobs and indulged in gloomy moodiness. In between doing TV commercials they now produced and shot some of the best documentaries that ever ran on PBS or England’s Channel 4 or at the Film Forum.


Rune had wheedled a job here, hoping some of their magic would rub off.


It was now a year later and not much had.


Larry, the partner with the longer beard, walked into the office. His uniform of the day: boots, black leather pants and a black, blousy Parachute shirt, every button of which his gut tested.


“About bleedin’ time. Where’ve you been?”


She held up the Schneider lens she’d picked up at Optirental in Midtown. He reached for it but she held it from his grasp. “They said you’re behind on your account—”


“Me account?” Larry was deeply stung.


“—and they wanted a bigger deposit. I had to give them a check. A personal check.”


“Right, I’ll add it to your envelope.”


“You’ll add it to my pocket.”


“Look, you can’t keep being late like this, luv. What if we’d been shooting?” He took the lens. “Time is money, right?”


“No, money is money,” Rune countered. “I’m out some and I want you to pay me back. Come on, Larry. I need it.”


“Get it out of petty cash.”


“There’s never been more than six dollars in petty cash since I’ve been working here. And you know it.”


“Right.” He examined the lens, a beautiful piece of German optics and machinery.


Rune didn’t move. Kept staring at him.


He looked up. Sighed. “How fucking much was it?”


“Forty dollars.”


“Jesus.” He dug into his pocket and gave her two twenties.


She smiled curtly. “Thank you, boss.”


“Listen, luv, I’ve got a big pitch meeting going on—”


“Not another commercial, Larry. Come on. Don’t sell out.”


“They pay the rent. And your salary. So . . . I need four coffees. One light, one regular, two sweet. And two teas.” He looked at her with a gaze of refined kindness, forgiving her the sin of asking for reimbursement. “Another thing—I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need it, but me sports coat . . . you know, the black one? It’s at the cleaners and I’ve to go—”


“No laundry. I’m a production assistant.”


“Rune.”


“Write it down and read it. Assisting with production. Does not mean assisting with dry cleaning.”


“Please?”


“Produce and laundry. Very different. Night and day.”


He said, “Let you use the Arriflex next time out.”


“No laundry.”


“Jesus.”


She finished the beer. “Larry, I want to ask you about something.”


“I just gave you a raise.”


“There was this bombing? In Midtown. A porn theater got blown up.”


“Not a place you frequent, I ’ope.”


“I walked by just before it happened. It looks like this religious group did it. Some right-wing fanatics or something. And what it is, I want to do a film about it.”


“You?”


“A documentary.”


When she was in her characteristic slouch Rune came to Larry’s second button down. Now she stood up and rose almost to his collar. “I came here to learn how to make films. It’s been eleven months and all I do is get coffee and pick up equipment and coil cables on the set and drop off film and walk Bob’s mangy dog.”


“I thought you liked him.”


“He’s a wonderful dog. That’s not the point.”


He looked at his Rolex. “They’re waiting for me.”


“Let me do it, Larry. I’ll give you a producing credit.”


“Bloody generous of you. And what do you know about documentaries?”


She forced her small mouth into a smile that impersonated admiration. “I’ve been watching you for almost a year.”


“Balls. All you got is balls. You got no film technique.”


“Two outa three,” Rune said.


“Look, luv, not to make myself into a flamin’ genius but I got fifty, sixty resumes sitting in me desk right now. And most of them’re dying for the privilege of getting me fuckin’ laundry.”


“I’ll pay for the film myself.”


“All right. Forget the laundry. I got a roomful of people need caffeine.” He put a crumpled five in her hand. “Please get some coffee.”


“Can I use a camera after work?”


Another glance at the watch. “Fuck. All right. But no camera. The Betacam.”


“Aw, Larry, video?”


“Video’s the wave of the future, luv. You buy your own friggin’ tape. And I’m checking the Arris and the Bolexes every night. If one’s missing, even for a half hour, you’re fired. And you do the work on your own time. That’s the best you’re getting.”


She smiled sweetly. “Would you like some biscuits with your tea, mate?”


As she turned to leave Larry called, “Hey, luv, one thing . . . This bombing, whatever ’appened, the news’ll do the story up right.”


Rune nodded, seeing that intensity she recognized in his eyes when he was on a set shooting or kicking around ideas with Bob or the cinematographer. She paid attention. He continued. “Use the bombing like a ’ook.”


“A hook?”


“You want to make a good documentary, do a film that’s about the bombing but not about the bombing.”


“It sounds like Zen.”


“Fucking Zen, right.” He twisted his mouth. “And three sugars for me tea. Last time you bleedin’ forgot.”


∗∗∗


Rune was paying for the tea and coffee when she remembered Stu. She was surprised she hadn’t thought about him before this. And so she paid the deli guy two bucks of her own money, which is the way she looked at Larry’s change, to have somebody deliver the cartons to L&R.


Then she stepped outside and trudged toward the subway.


A low-rider, a fifteen-year-old beige sedan, churned past her. The horn sang and from the shadows of the front seat came a cryptic solicitation, lost in the ship’s diesel bubbling of the engine. The car accelerated away.


God, it was hot. Halfway to the subway stop, she bought a paper cone of shaved ice from a Latino street vendor. Rune shook her head when he pointed to the squirt bottles of syrup, smiled at his perplexed expression, and rubbed the ice over her forehead, then dropped a handful down the front of her T-shirts. He got a kick out of it and she left him with a thoughtful look on his face, maybe considering a new market for his goods.


Painful hot.


Mean hot.


The ice melted before she got to the subway stop and the moisture had evaporated before the train arrived.


The A train swept along under the streets back up to Midtown. Somewhere above her was the smoking ruin of the Velvet Venus Theater. Rune stared out the window intently. Did anyone live down here in the subway system? She wondered. Maybe there were whole tribes of homeless people, families, who’d made a home in the abandoned tunnels. They’d be a great subject for a documentary too. Life Below the Streets.


This started her thinking about the hook for her film.


About the bombing but not about the bombing.


And then it occurred to her. The film should be about a single person. Someone the bombing had affected. She thought about movies she liked—they were never about issues or about ideas in the abstract. They were about people. What happened to them. But who should she pick? A patron in the theater who’d been injured? No, no one would volunteer to help her out. Who’d want to admit he’d been hurt in a porn theater. How ’bout the owner or the producer of porn films. Sleazy came to mind. One thing Rune knew was that the audience has to care about your main character. And some scumbag in the Mafia or whoever made those movies wasn’t going to get much sympathy from the audience.


About the bombing but not . . .


As the subway sped underground the more she thought about doing the document the more excited she became. Oh, a film like this wouldn’t catapult her to fame but it would—what was the word?—validate her. The list of her abortive careers was long: clerking, waitressing, selling, cleaning, window dressing. . . . Business was not her strength. The one time Rune had come into some money, Richard, her ex-boyfriend, had thought up dozens of safe investment ideas. Businesses to start, stocks to buy. She’d accidentally left his portfolio files on the merry-go-round in Central Park. Not that it mattered anyway because she spent most of the money on a new place to live.


I’m not good with the practical stuff, she’d told him.


What she was good with was what she’d always been good with: stories—like fairy tales and movies. And despite her mother’s repeated warning when she was younger (“No girl can make a living at movies except you-know-what-kind-of-girl”), the odds of making a career in film seemed a lot better than in fairy tales.


She was, she’d decided, born to make films and this one—a real, grown-up film (a documentary: the ground-zero of serious films)—had in the last hour or two become vitally important to her, as encompassing as the air pressure that hit her when the subway pounded into the tunnel. One way or another, this documentary was going to get made.


She looked out the window. Whatever subterranean colonies lived in the subways, they’d have to wait a few more years for their story to be told.


The train crashed past them or past rats and trash or past nothing at all while Rune thought about nothing but her film.


. . . but not about the bombing.


∗∗∗


In the offices of Belvedere Post-Production the air-conditioning was off.


“Give me a break,” she muttered.


Stu, not looking up from Gourmet, waved.


“I do not believe this place,” Rune said. “Aren’t you dying?”


She walked to the window and tried to open the greasy, chicken-wire-impregnated glass. It was frozen with age and paint and wormy strips of insulating putty. She focused on the green slate of the Hudson River as she struggled. Her muscles quivered. She groaned loudly. Stu sensed his cue and examined the window from his chair, then pushed himself into a standing slump. He was young and big but had developed muscles mostly from kneading bread and whisking egg whites in copper bowls. After three minutes he breathlessly conceded defeat.


“Hot air outside’s all we’d get anyway.” He sat down again. He jotted notes for a recipe, then frowned. “Are you here for a pickup? I don’t think we’re doing anything for L&R.”


“Naw, I wanted to ask you something. It’s personal.”


“Like?”


“Like who are your clients?”


“That’s personal? Well, mostly ad agencies and independent film makers. Networks and big studios occasionally but—”


“Who are the independents?”


“You know, small companies doing documentaries or low-budget features. Like L&R . . . You’re grinning and you’re coy and there’s an old expression about butter melting in the mouth that I could never figure out but I think fits here. What’s up?”


“You ever do adult films?”


He shrugged. “Oh, porn? Sure. We do a lot of it. I thought you were asking me something inscrutable.”


“Can you give me the name of somebody at one of the companies?”


“I don’t know. Isn’t this some kind of business-ethics question, client confidentiality—”


“Stu, we’re talking about a company making films that’re probably illegal in most of the world and you’re worried about business ethics?”


Stu shrugged. “If you don’t tell them I sent you, you might try Lame Duck Productions. They’re a big one. And just a couple blocks from you guys.”


“From L&R?”


“Yeah. On Nineteenth near Fifth.”


The man’s huge Rolodex spun and gave off an afternoon library smell. He wrote down the address.


“Do they have an actress who’s famous in the business?”


“What business?”


“Adult films.”


“You’re asking me? I have no idea.”


“When you super the credits in the postproduction work, don’t you see the names? Whose name do you see the most?”


He thought for a minute. “Well, I don’t know whether she’s famous but there’s one actress for Lame Duck that I see all the time. Her name’s Shelly Lowe.”


There was a familiarity about the name.


“Does she have a narrow face, blonde?”


“Yeah, I guess. I didn’t look at her face very much.”


Rune frowned. “You’re a dirty old man.”


“You know her?” he asked.


“There was a bombing in Times Square, this porn theater. . . . Did you hear about it?”


“No.”


“Just today, a couple hours ago. I think she was in one of the movies that was playing there when it happened.”


Perfect.


Rune put the address in her plastic leopard-skin shoulder bag.


Stu rocked back in his chair.


“Well?” Rune asked.


“Well what?”


“Aren’t you curious why I asked?”


Stu held up a hand. “That’s okay. Some things are best kept secret.” He opened his magazine and said, “You ever made a tarte aux marrons?”




CHAPTER TWO


Contrasts.


Rune sat in the huge loft that was the lobby of Lame Duck Productions and watched the two young women stroll to a desk across the room. Overhead, fans rotated slowly and forced air-conditioned breezes throughout the place.


The woman in the lead walked as if she had a degree in it. Her feet were pointed forward, her back straight, hips not swaying. She had honey-blonde hair tied back with a braided rope of rainbow-colored strings. She wore a white jumpsuit but saved it from tackiness by wearing sandals, not boots, and a thin, brown leather belt.


Rune examined her closely but wasn’t sure if this was the same woman she’d seen in the poster. In that photo, the one on the front of the porno theater, her makeup had been good; today, this woman had a dull complexion. She seemed very tired.


The other woman was younger. She was short, face glossy, a figure bursting out of the seams of her outfit. She had a huge, jutting—and undoubtedly fake—bust and broad shoulders. The black tank top showed a concise waist; the miniskirt crowned thin legs. There was no saving this cookie from tack; she had spiky high heels, feathery and teased hair sprayed with glitter and purple-brown makeup, which did a fair job minimizing the effect of a wide, Slavic nose.


Wouldn’t be a bad-looking woman, Rune thought, if her mother dressed her right.


They stopped in front of her. The shorter one smiled. The tall blonde said, “So you’re the reporter from, what was it, Erotic Film Monthly?” She shook her head. “I thought I knew everybody from the industry mags. Are you new with them?”


Rune started to continue the lie. But impulsively she said, “What I am is dishonest.”


Which got a faint smile. “Oh?”


“I lied to the receptionist. To get in the front door. Are you Shelly Lowe?”


A momentary frown. Then she gave a curious smile and said, “Yes. But that’s not my real name.”


The handshake was strong, a man’s grip, confident.


Her friend said, “I’m Nicole. That is my real name. But my last name isn’t. D’Orleans.” She gave it a Gallic pronunciation. “But it’s spelled like the city.”


Rune took her hand carefully; Nicole had inch-long purple fingernails.


“I’m Rune.”


“Interesting,” Shelly said. “Is it real?”


Rune shrugged. “As real as yours.”


“Lot of stage names in our business,” Shelly said. “I lose track sometimes. Now tell me why you’re a liar.”


“I thought they’d kick me out if I was honest.”


“Why would they do that? You a right-wing crazy? You don’t look like one.”


Rune said, “I want to make a movie about you.”


“Do you now?”


“You know about the bombing?”


“Oh, that was terrible,” Nicole said, actually shivering in an exaggerated way.


“We all know about it,” Shelly said.


“I want to use it as sort of a jumping-off point for my film.”


“And I’m the one you want to jump to?” Shelly asked.


Rune thought about those words, thought about disagreeing with her but said, “That’s about it.”


“Why me?”


“Just a coincidence really. One of your pictures was playing when the bomb went off.”


Shelly nodded slowly, and Rune found herself staring at her. Nicole was scrunching her broad, shiny face at the mention of the explosion and the deaths in the theater, closing her eyes, practically crossing herself, while Shelly was simply listening, leaning against a column, her arms crossed.


Rune’s thoughts were muddled. Under Shelly’s gaze she felt young and silly, a child being indulged.


Nicole took a package of sugar-free gum from her pocket, unwrapped a stick and began to chew. Rune said, “Anyway, that’s what I want to do.”


Shelly said, “You know anything about the adult-film business?”


“I used to work for a video store. My boss said the adult films gave us the best margin.”


She was proud of herself for that, saying something about business. Margin. A mature way to talk about fuck films.


“There’s money to be made,” Shelly said. Hers were eyes that sent out a direct light. Pale blue laser beam. They were intense at the moment but Rune sensed they were switchable—that Shelly could choose in an instant to be probing or angry or vindictive by a slight touch to the nerves. Rune assessed too that her eyes wouldn’t dance with humor and there was a lot they chose not to say. She wanted to start her documentary with the camera on Shelly’s eyes.


The actress said nothing, glanced at Nicole, who chewed her gum enthusiastically.


“Do you two, like, perform together?” Rune blushed fiery red.


The actresses shared a glance, then laughed.


“I mean . . .,” Rune began.


“Do we work together?” Nicole filled in.


“Sometimes,” Shelly said.


“We’re roommates too,” Nicole said.


Rune glanced at the iron pillars and tin ceiling. “This is an interesting place. This studio.”


“It used to be a shirtwaist factory.”


“Yeah? What’s that?” Nicole asked.


“A woman’s blouse,” Shelly said, not looking down from the ceiling.


Shelly is tall and she isn’t a stunning beauty. Her presence comes from her figure (and eyes!). Her cheekbones are low. She has skin the consistency and the pale shade of a summer overcast. “How did I get into the business? I was raped when I was twelve. My uncle molested me. I’m a heroin addict—don’t I cover it up well? I was kidnaped by migrant workers in Michigan. . . .”


Nicole lit a cigarette. She kept working on the gum too.


Shelly looked down from the tin panels at Rune. “So this would be a documentary?”


Rune said, “Like on PBS.”


Nicole said, “Somebody wanted me to do one once, this guy. A documentary. But you know what he really wanted.”


Shelly asked, “Still hot out?”


“Boiling.”


Nicole gave a faint laugh, though Rune had no idea what she was thinking of.


Shelly walked to a spot where cold air cascaded on the floor. She turned and examined Rune. “You seem enthusiastic. More enthusiastic than talented. Excuse me. That’s just my opinion. Well, about your film—I want to think about it. Let me know where I can get in touch with you.”


“See, it’ll be great. I can—”


“Let me think about it,” Shelly said calmly.


Rune hesitated, looked at the woman’s aloof face for a long moment. Then dug into her leopard-skin bag, but before she found her Road Runner pen Shelly produced a heavy, lacquered Mont Blanc. She took it; felt the warmth of the barrel. She wrote slowly but Shelly’s gaze made her uneasy and the lines were lumpy and uneven. She gave Shelly the paper and said, “That’s where I live. Christopher Street. All the way to the end. At the river. You’ll see me.” She paused. “Will I see you?”


“Maybe,” Shelly said.


∗∗∗


“Yo, film me, momma, come on, film me.”


“Hey, you wanna shoot my dick? You got yourself a wide-angle lens, you can shoot my dick.”


“Shit, be a microscope what she need for that.”


“Yo, fuck you, man.”


Walking out of the Times Square subway, Rune ignored her admirers, hefted the camera to her shoulder and walked along the platform. She passed a half-dozen beggars, shaking her head at their pleas for coins, but she dropped a couple of quarters into a box in front of a young South American couple giving a tango demonstration to the rattling music of a boom box.


It was eight p.m., a week after she’d first met with Shelly and Nicole. Rune had called Shelly twice. At first the actress had been pretty evasive about doing the film but the second time she’d called, Shelly had said, “If I were to do it would you give me a chance to review the final cut?”


From her work at L&R, and her love of movies in general, Rune knew that the final cut—the last version of the film, what was shown in the theaters—was the Holy Grail of the film business. Only producers and a few elite directors controlled the final cut. No actor in the history of Hollywood ever had final cut approval.


But she now said, “Yes.”


Instinctively feeling that it was the only way she could get Shelly Lowe to do the film.


“I’ll let you know in a day or two for sure.”


Rune was now out looking for atmosphere footage and for establishing shots—the long-angle scenes in films that orient the audience and tell them what city or neighborhood they’re in.


And there was plenty of atmosphere here. Life in the Tenderloin, Times Square. The heart of the porno district in New York. She was excited at the thought of actually shooting footage for her first film but remembered the words of Larry, her mentor, as she was heading out of L&R studios that night. “Don’t overdo it, Rune. Any friggin’ idiot can put together ninety minutes of great atmosphere. The story’s the important thing. Don’t ever bleedin’ forget that. The story.”


She eased into the swirl and noise and madness of Times Square, the intersection of Seventh Avenue, Broadway and Forty-second. She waited at the curb for the light, looking down at the accidental montage embedded in the asphalt at her feet: a Stroh’s bottle cap, a piece of green glass, a brass key, two pennies. She squinted; in the arrangement, she saw a devil’s face.


Ahead of her was a white high-rise on the island of concrete surrounded by the wide streets; fifty feet up, the day’s news was displayed along a thick collar of moving lights. “. . . SOVIETS EXPRESS HOPE FOR . . .”


The light changed and she never saw the end of the message. Rune crossed the street and passed a handsome black woman in a belted, yellow cotton dress, who was shouting into a microphone. “There’s something even better in heaven. Amen! Give up your ways of the flesh. Amen! You can win the lottery, you can become a multimillionaire, billionaire, get everything you ever wanted. But all that gain cannot compare with what you’ll find in heaven. Amen! Give up your sinful ways, your lusts . . . . If I die in my little room tonight, why, I’d praise the good Lord because I know what that means. That means, I’m going to be in heaven tomorrow. Amen!”


A few people chorused with amens. Most walked on.


Farther north in the Square, things were ritzier, around the TKTS discount ticket booth, where one could see the huge billboards that any out-of-towner who watched television would recognize. Here was Lindy’s restaurant, with its famous and overpriced cheesecake. Here was the Brill Building—Tin Pan Alley. Several glossy, new office buildings, a new first-run movie theater.


But Rune avoided that area. She was interested in the southern part of Times Square.


Where it was a DMZ.


She passed a number of signs in stores and arcades and theaters: STOP THE TIMES SQUARE REDEVELOPMENT PROJECT. This was the big plan to wipe the place clean and bring in offices and expensive restaurants and theaters. Purify the neighborhood. No one seemed to want it but there didn’t seem to be organized resistance to the project. That was the contradiction of Times Square; it was a place that was energetically apathetic. Busyness and hustle abounded but you still sensed the area was on its way out. Many of the stores were going out of business. Nedick’s—the hot dog station from the forties—was closing, to be replaced by slick, mirrored Mike’s Hot Dogs and Pizza. Only a few of the classic Forty-second Street movie theaters—many of them had been grand old burlesque houses—were still open. And all they showed was porn or kung fu or slasher flicks.


Rune glanced across the street at the huge old art-deco Amsterdam Theater, which was all boarded up, its curvaceous clock stopped at five minutes to three. Of which day of which month of which year? she wondered. Her eye strayed to an alleyway and she caught a flash of motion. Someone seemed to be watching her, someone in a red jacket. Wearing a hat, she believed. Then the stranger vanished.


Paranoid. Well, this was the place for it.


Then she walked past dozens of small stores, selling fake-gold jewelry, electronics, pimp suits, cheap running shoes, ID photos, souvenirs, bootleg perfumes and phony designer watches. Hawkers were everywhere, directing bewildered tourists into their stores.


“Check it out, check it. . . . We got what you need, and you gonna like what we got. Check it out. . . .”


One store, the windows painted black, named Art’s Novelties, had a single sign in the window. LEISURE PRODUCTS. YOU MUST BE TWENTY-ONE TO ENTER.


Rune tried to peek inside. What the hell was a leisure product?


She kept walking, listing against the weight of the camera, sweat running down her face and neck and sides.


The smells were of garlic and oil and urine and rotting food and car exhaust. And, brother, the crowds . . . Where did all these people come from? Thousands of them. Where was home? The city? The burbs? Why were they here?


Rune dodged out of the way of two teenage boys in T-shirts and Guess? jeans, walking fast, in an arm-swinging, loping roll, their voices harsh. “Man, mothafuckah be mah boss but he don’ own me, man. You hear what I’m sayin’, man?”


“Fuck no, he don’ own neither of us.”


“He try that again, man, an’ I’ll deck him. I mothahfuckin’ deck him, man. . . .”


They passed her by, Rune and her camera, as she taped a visual history of Times Square.


A place like no other in New York.


Times Square . . .


But every Magic Kingdom needs its Mordor or Hades and tonight as Rune walked through the place she didn’t feel too uneasy. She was on her quest, making her movie. About the bombing but not about the bombing. She didn’t have to justify the creepy place to anyone or worry about anybody’s shoes but her own and she was careful where she put her feet.


Behind her, a huge snort.


Fantastic! Knights!


Rune turned the camera on two mounted policemen, who sat rod-straight in their saddles, their horses lolling their heads and stomping solid hooves into the piles of granular manure under them.


“Hey, Sir Gawain!” Rune called. They glanced at her, then decided she wasn’t worth flirting with and continued to scan the street with stony gazes that streamed from under the visors of their robin’s-egg-blue helmets.


It was when she looked down from the tall, chestnut horse that she saw the red jacket again. It vanished even more quickly than earlier.


A chill ran through her, despite the heat.


Who was it? she wondered.


No one. Just one of the ten million people in the Magic Kingdom. And she forgot about it as she turned the corner and walked up Eighth Avenue toward the site of the former Velvet Venus Theater.


Along this stretch she counted six porn theaters and adult bookstores. Some had live dancers, some had peep shows where for a quarter or a token you could watch films in little booths. She stuck the camera through the door and shot a sign (ONLY ONE PERSON PER BOOTH. IT’S THE LAW AND OUR POLICY. HAVE A NICE DAY) until a big guy selling tokens shooed her away.


She got some good footage of commuters on their way to the Port Authority and their homes in suburban Jersey. Some glanced in the windows; most wore glazed faces. A few businessmen turned quickly into the theaters, not pausing at all, as though a gust of wind had blown them through the door.


It was then that a humid wind carried a sour stink of burn to her. From the theater, she knew. Rune shut off the camera and strolled up the street.


Still spooked. The paranoia again. But she still could hear, in her memory, the terrible bang of the explosion. The ground moving under her. Recalling the bodies, the parts of bodies. The terrible aftermath of the bomb and the fire. She glanced back, saw no one watching her.


She continued along the street, thinking: The press coverage of the event had been good. News at Eleven had devoted ten minutes to the incident and the story had been a hook for a Time magazine article on the trends in adult films (“Hard Times for Hard-Core?”) and one in the Village Voice on the conflict the bombing presented to the First Amendment (“Disrespecting Religion and Abridging the Press”). But, as Larry had predicted, those were all spot news stories, hard news. Nobody was doing a human-interest piece on the bombing.


Come on, Shelly, she thought. You’re the key. I need you. . . .


As she approached the ruins of the theater Rune paused, resting her hand on the yellow police tape. The odor was stronger than the day of the bombing. She almost gagged on the air, thick with the smell of wet, scorched upholstery. And something else—a sickening cardboardy scent. It would have to be the scorched bodies, Rune figured, and tried to force the image out of her thoughts.


Across the street was another theater. The neon said: THE FINEST IN ADULT ENTERTAINMENT. COOL, COMFORTABLE AND SAFE. Rune assumed that patrons were not much soothed by the illuminated reassurance and that business was slow.


She turned back to the destroyed theater and was startled by motion. Her first thought: Shit, he’s back. Whoever was following her through Times Square.


A man’s face . . .


Panic took her. Just as she was about to turn and run she squinted into the shadows and got a better look at her pursuer. He wore jeans and a navy-blue windbreaker that said NYPD in white letters on the chest. It was Cowboy. The guy from the Bomb Squad.


She closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. Tried to steady her shaking hands. He was sitting on a folding chair, looking at a white sheet of paper, which he folded and put into his pocket. She saw a thin brown holster on his right hip. Rune lifted the camera and shot a minute or so of tape, opening the aperture wide to get some definition in the gloom.


He looked at the camera. She expected the man to tell her to get lost. But he merely stood and began walking through the ruined theater, kicking at debris, bending down occasionally to examine something, training his long black flashlight on the walls and floor.


The image in the viewfinder of the heavy camera faded. Dusk had come quickly—or perhaps she just hadn’t noticed it. She opened the lens wide but it was still very dim and she didn’t have any lights with her. She knew the exposure was too dark. She shut the camera off, lowered it from her shoulder.


When she looked again into the building Cowboy was gone.


Where had he disappeared to?


She heard a scuttling of noise near her.


Something heavy fell.


“Hello?”


Nothing.


“Hey?” Rune called again.


There was no answer. She shouted into the ruins of the theater, “Were you following me? Hey, Officer? Somebody was following me. Was it you?”


Another sound, like boots on concrete. Nearby. But she didn’t know where exactly.


Then a car engine started. She spun around. Looking for the blue-and-white station wagon, emblazoned with BOMB SQUAD. But she didn’t see it.


A dark car pulled out of an alley and vanished up Eighth Avenue.


Uneasy once more. No, damn scared, for some reason. But as she looked over the people on Eighth Avenue she saw only harmless passersby. People on their way to the theaters. Everybody lost in their own worlds. Nobody in the coffee shops and bars paid her any mind. A horde of tourists walked past, obviously wondering why the hell their tour guide was leading them through this neighborhood. Another teen; a mean-looking Latino, propositioned her harmlessly and walked on when she ignored him, telling her to have a nice night. Across the street a man in a wide-brimmed hat carrying a Lord & Taylor shopping bag was gazing into the window of an adult bookstore.


Nobody in a red jacket, nobody spying on her.


Paranoia, she decided. Just paranoia.


Still, she shut down the camera, put the cassette into her leopard-skin bag and headed for the subway. Deciding that she’d had enough atmosphere for one night.


∗∗∗


In the alley across the street from what was left of the Velvet Venus a bum sat beside a Dumpster, drinking from a bottle of Thunderbird. He squinted as a man stepped into the alley.


Hell, he’s gonna pee here, the bum thought. They always do that. Have beers with their buddies and can’t make it to Penn Station in time so they come into my alley and pee. He wondered how the guy’d feel if the bum walked into his living room to take a leak.


But the man didn’t unzip. He paused at the mouth of the alley and peered out over Eighth Avenue, looking for something, frowning.


Wondering what the man was doing here, why he was wearing that wide-brimmed, old-fashioned hat, the bum took another sip of liquor and set the bottle down. It made a clink.


The man whirled around quickly.


“Got a quarter?” the bum asked.


“You scared me. I didn’t know anybody was there.”


“Got a quarter?”


The man fished in his pocket. “Sure. Are you going to spend it on booze?”


“Probably,” the bum said. Sometimes he’d hustle the crowds at the commuter stations by saying, “Help the blind, help the blind. . . . I want to get blind drunk.” And people gave him more money because he’d made them laugh.


“Well, I appreciate honesty. Here you go.” The man reached down with a coin.


As the bum began to take it he felt his wrist gripped hard by the man’s left hand.


“Wait!”


But the man didn’t wait. Then there was a slight stinging feeling on the bum’s neck. Then another, on the other side. The man let go of his wrists and the bum touched his throat, feeling two flaps of skin dangling loose. Then saw the razor knife in the man’s hand, the bloody blade retracting.


The bum tried to shout for help. But the blood was gushing fast from the two wounds and his vision was going black. He tried to stand but fell hard to the cobblestones. The last thing he saw was the man reaching into his Lord & Taylor shopping bag, pulling out a red windbreaker and pulling it on. Then stepping out of the alley quickly as if he were, in fact, late for his commuter train home.




CHAPTER THREE


The next morning Rune was lying in bed—well, a bunk—listening to the sounds of the river. There was a knock on her front door.


She pulled on her jeans and a red silk kimono, then walked to the front of the boat. She opened the door and found she was looking at Shelly Lowe’s back. The actress was examining the water lapping under her feet as she stood on a small gangway painted egg-yolk yellow. She turned and shook her head. Rune nodded at the familiar reaction.
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