














Praise for Loop Group


“[McMurtry is] one of the key American writing careers of the last half century … probably the best of those who still deign to grace us with a book every year.”


—David Kipen, San Francisco Chronicle


“It’s a quirky and amusing novel.”


—Texas Monthly


“The road trip is an especially American yarn and McMurtry is perfect for such a jaunt, with dialogue that is lively, funny and plentiful.


—Christopher Corbett, Baltimore Sun


“It will remind McMurtry fans of his greatly admired, richly rewarding Terms of Endearment, another novel set in the here-and-now about complicated but likable, and believable, women. … McMurtry has a sure feel for the absurdities of everyday life, and a great knack for creating believable characters whose foibles are forgivable.”


—Bill Bell, Daily News (New York)


“In his 28th novel, Pulitzer-winner McMurtry again displays his knack for compelling characters and plots.”


—Publishers Weekly


“There’s something here for everyone: an affectionate peek at the workers clinging to Hollywood’s lowest rung; campy sex; drama on the highway; and canny insights into the dynamics of family and friendship.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Fun and sex-obsessed. …”


—Sheila Riley, Library Journal


“McMurtry may be one of the best writers we’ve had on the subjects of solitude and space. His most memorable characters always seem to be alone, whether they’re on the range or in their house. … If Mark Twain had ever gotten close to the subject of sex, which is about the only incendiary topic he shied away from, he might have come up with something as delightful as Loop Group.


—Scott Eyman, Cox News Service


“With the saucy new novel Loop Group, McMurtry returns to two of his abiding interests: making movies and having sex. … Loop Group is a playful, naughty, surprising book, painted on a small scale but still big (and only sometimes melancholy) fun.”


—Adam Woog, The Seattle Times


“In Loop Group, McMurtry exhibits the character depth and sensual texture that marbled his three greatest novels (out of 27): Lonesome Dove, Terms of Endearment and The Last Picture Show. In some ways, it blends the best of each. … The breathless advance publicity for Loop Group describes it as ‘Thelma and Louise with an upbeat ending.’ That’s how they talk in Hollywood, but McMurtry’s novel is much better than the movie, and far more complex. Maybe more like Sunset Boulevard with a road trip, or On the Road with sexy senior citizens.”


—Ron Franscell, The Denver Post


“If you’ve ever thought a male novelist can’t get inside a woman’s head, you’ll have another thought coming. It’s a fantastic read about two women. … It’s a hoot, and also deeply intense and poignant.”


—Ina Hughs, The Knoxville News-Sentinel (Tennessee)


“Loop Group is a wonderful book, and it revels in a goofiness that modern fiction ought to produce much more often. It is incomparable, and perfect in its way. … McMurtry’s plot is wacky, the style is deadpan and friendly to the two women, and the effect is compelling. This may prove to be the funniest book of the year.”


—Roger Harris, Newhouse News Service


“McMurtry appears to have a firm grasp on how women think. Only a truly gifted writer could paint women as hyperemotional, impulsive and erratic and still be hailed by women as a great talent.”


—Michael Long, Intelligencer Journal (Lancaster, Pa.)


“Entertainingly offbeat piece. … McMurtry seems to know more about women than do I. … But women whose judgment I trust assure me that, by and large, McMurtry gets it right. Regular readers will also enjoy McMurtry’s regular touches—the road trip, of course, the quirky minor characters who pop up throughout the novel and the dryly witty throwaway lines about life in whatever setting McMurtry has chosen.”


—Harry Levins, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
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MAGGIE WAS rummaging fretfully in her small pantry, wondering why in the world she could never remember to buy tea bags, when she happened to glance out the window just in time to see her daughter Kate’s enormous SUV whip into her driveway and stop. That was a little surprising—it was Sunday morning, only about ten o’clock, and Kate was a lazybones who normally did not bestir herself much on Sunday morning. Besides which, Kate lived in Marina del Rey—what was she doing in Hollywood at such an early hour?


Maybe it’s some excursion with the kids, Maggie speculated, but she watched and no grandkids bounded out. No one had bounded out—Kate had not even killed her motor. But finally she did kill it, after which, to Maggie’s mystification, all three of her daughters emerged: Kate, Jeannie, Meagan, three competent, appealing, go-for-it young women; they were the best daughters anywhere, Maggie believed, though it was odd that they had not called to let her know that they intended to pay her a visit. All three had cell phones and, of course, had had cell phones from the minute cell phones came on the market.


Their sudden appearance in her front yard gave Maggie the beginnings of a ganged-up-on feeling, but she opened the door anyway; she had never not been glad to see her daughters, even when they chose to strike without warning on Sunday morning.


“Mom, don’t you even bring in your paper anymore?” Kate asked, handing Maggie her big fat Sunday L.A. Times, which had been reposing in the middle of her sidewalk, thick as a log.


Kate’s tone made Maggie’s hackles rise a little.


“I bring in my paper every day, and what’s more, I read it,” Maggie assured her. “Is there a law that says I have to bring it in by ten A.M. or something?”


“A wino could walk by and steal it,” Jeannie pointed out.


Maggie shrugged.


“What’s the big deal about my morning paper?” she asked.


“Just forget the fucking paper, you two,” Meagan told her sisters. Kate was the oldest, Meagan the youngest, and Jeannie in the middle. Kate and Meagan frequently tangled; Jeannie glided around conflict whenever possible.


Kate grew red in the face—she looked like she’d enjoy slapping her younger sister. She also looked as if she might soon burst into tears. The Sunday Times got pitched onto the couch; several of the fat classified sections slid off onto the floor. Maggie thought she might check out the classifieds later, to see if there were any promising garage sales within walking distance; but that would have to wait until her daughters left.


“Mom, we’re doing an intervention,” Jeannie informed her quickly. “You’re worrying us all too much. We love you and we can’t let you go on this way.”


For a moment Maggie wanted to laugh, something she now rarely did; but she was alert enough to realize that her daughters wouldn’t appreciate levity, not at this time. They had screwed up their courage and come to confront her about a serious problem; and to be honest, there was a serious problem. The worst thing she could do at the time would be to laugh.


“I wish we could be having tea while you were intervening,” she said mildly, “but for some reason I can’t seem to remember to buy tea bags.”


“That’s it, Mom … no tea bags!” Meagan said loudly. Meagan had a big voice and often spoke more loudly than she intended to.


“See, you’ve totally given up,” Meagan added, in a more moderate tone.


Maggie turned on her heel and walked into the kitchen. She might lack tea bags but she had plenty of oranges. If they couldn’t have tea while this intervention was taking place, at least they could have fresh-squeezed orange juice. She cut several oranges in two and began to squeeze them.


“Ma, will you please stop doing things?” Kate asked. “We need to talk.” They all trailed her into the kitchen. Kate seemed more keyed up than the other two—perhaps because she was the oldest, she had been chosen to be spokesperson.


“We’ve been thinking about this for weeks,” Kate went on.


“No, we’ve been thinking about it for months,” Jeannie corrected. “You have to confront your problems—none of us can take this anymore.”


Maggie kept squeezing oranges, until she had enough juice for four good-sized glasses. Kate and Jeannie took sips, but Meagan, who had a big appetite to go with her big voice, immediately glugged hers down.


“I thought interventions were for alcoholics or drug addicts or something,” Maggie said, washing the orange pulp off her hands. “All you’ve accused me of is being slow to bring in the paper and not remembering to buy tea bags.”


“No, no, no—it’s not those things!” Kate insisted.


“Mom, those things are trifles—we need to keep things in perspective,” Jeannie told her.


“It’s your condition,” Kate said.


“Your state,” Meagan added, by way of clarification.


“The way you are,” Jeannie insisted.


Maggie was silent for a moment.


“Oh,” she said, finally. “You must be referring to my despair.”


“That’s it! You finally said it yourself, your despair!” Kate said, sounding suddenly much less tense.


“I don’t know that interventions are recommended for despair, my dears,” Maggie said quietly.


Then mother and daughters fell silent. They could get no further, but Maggie was glad, at least, that she had squeezed the oranges. A little OJ never hurt.
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“DON’T I GO TO WORK every day? Don’t I?” Maggie mentioned, in her own defense, once things were calmer. Kate had rushed up to the big grocery store on Sunset, returning with a bag full of teas, some Danish, and a lot of corned beef. She also bought some St.-John’s-wort, which she didn’t suppose her mother would take, but why not try?


Then they all went into the small leafy backyard and had their tea, while Jeannie painted her toenails. Jeannie had always been fussy about her feet—had to have just the right sandals and the like. She spent, in Maggie’s opinion, far too much money on pedicures and foot care in general—but then Jeannie was a grown woman, thirty-five years old, and could pamper her feet if she wanted to.


“Mom, we know you go to work,” Meagan said, her tone only slightly patronizing. Their mother’s professional reliability was not the point—not what caused Meagan to leave her bungalow in Echo Park, and Jeannie to leave her large house in Silver Lake, or Kate to leave her new place in Marina del Rey; and all this at a time—Sunday morning—when all of them preferred to do as little as possible. After all, they had jobs, they had husbands, they had kids—who couldn’t use a little downtime?


“Mom, you raised us—it’s because of you that our lives have sort of worked out,” Kate said, in a gentler tone.


“It’s the truth,” Jeannie agreed. “If it wasn’t for you we’d all probably be whores or dopers or shoplifters or something.”


“It’s true your father wasn’t much help … I apologize,” Maggie admitted—Rog had never been any help, but why get into that?


“It’s just that I miss my womb,” Maggie added quietly, telling them, again, what she had already told them a hundred times.


“It was my womb—I should never have allowed them to take it out,” she said. “I lost an important part of myself. How else can I put it?”


“But, Mom, you got two scary Paps in a row—you were flirting with cancer!” Meagan reminded her.


“Flirting’s not always fatal,” Maggie pointed out.


“Hey … you could be dead by now if you hadn’t had that hysterectomy,” Jeannie insisted.


“Millions of women have hysterectomies and get over them,” Kate reminded her. “They go on to live perfectly healthy lives.”


Maggie shrugged. It was about the nine hundredth time that her daughters, or a friend, or a doctor had mentioned the millions of women who had hysterectomies and made full recoveries and went back to living excellent lives.


“My hat’s off to them,” Maggie told her daughters. “They’re my heroines, believe me. I wish I was just like them, but I’m not. I haven’t made a full recovery, or any recovery. The best I can do is go to work. I support myself. I pay my bills.”


“You do, but you’re not interested in anything now. You were always so interested in stuff,” Meagan told her.


Maggie didn’t deny it.


“You’re not even interested in your own grandkids,” Jeannie pointed out. “They all wonder what happened to their granny.”


It was a low blow, words Jeannie immediately regretted saying, but her regret didn’t change anything.


Maggie began to cry, silently but copiously.


All the girls at once hugged her and told her they were sorry. The intervention just didn’t seem to be working.


“Don’t you understand? I feel guilty about everything now,” Maggie said. “I feel guilty about everything and everybody, but I feel most guilty about my grandchildren.”


She stood up, still crying, and went into the house.


“Now we’ve just made things worse,” Kate said.


“Plus wasting Sunday morning,” Meagan said.


“I told you we should just have left it to her shrink,” Jeannie said.


“Dr. Tom, the Sicilian midget?” Kate said, with a shrug of contempt.


“Be kind,” Meagan said. “He’s not a midget. I’ve dated shorter men myself.”


“And he loves Mom,” Jeannie said. “Besides, people from Sicily have just as much right to be shrinks as anybody else.


“Why shouldn’t a Sicilian be a shrink?” she asked, but no one bothered to answer the question. The daughters went back in the house and tidied up the kitchen. There was not much to tidy. Kate, who had an oral fixation, polished off the Danish.


As her daughters left, Maggie was sitting on the couch, painstakingly reading the classifieds in the L.A. Times. There was a pile of soggy Kleenex beside her.


“I’m sorry I brought up the kids,” Jeannie told her.


Maggie shrugged. “I know I’m guilty, you know,” she said—why deny it?


They all hugged her, but no one could think of much else to say.


“ARE YOU GOING to see your boyfriend?” Kate asked Jeannie as she was driving her sisters back to the Denny’s on Santa Monica where they had left the other two cars.


What had prompted the question was a certain look in Jeannie’s eye.


“I might,” Jeannie said.


In fact she couldn’t wait to get to Glendale and yank her boyfriend’s pants off.


“Is Fred at all suspicious?” Meagan asked.


“Look, I’m not in the mood to discuss my marital situation,” Jeannie said. “Mostly I treat my husband fine.”


“Don’t be so touchy,” Meagan said.
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FOR A WHILE, after the girls left, Maggie felt even more depressed. Her daughters had made a big effort to jerk her out of her gloom, but the effort had misfired. The more they demanded that she cheer up, the more impossible it became for her to feel cheerful. Life just seemed to be perverse that way. Kate, Jeannie, and Meagan were complete women; they had husbands and sex lives and children and friendships and decent jobs. Kate played softball with her office team and Meagan liked to Rollerblade. Jeannie, of course, was into balling rather than softballing; she was no doubt already up in Glendale, fucking her boyfriend’s brains out, what few the poor sap had, while Jeannie’s big jovial husband, Fred, was probably sitting home watching baseball, letting the kids run riot.


Maggie understood exactly how her daughters felt: after all, for fifty-nine years, she had been as complete as anybody. She had mainly worked as a script girl until all the directors began to do large amounts of cocaine, which made most of them even more difficult to work with. After two directors fired her, Maggie felt she’d held scripts long enough; she switched to managing a loop group. Prime Loops was the name she finally settled on for the company. Her loop group specialized in Westerns, action movies, and comedies, and from the first did pretty well, mainly because Maggie was popular with a lot of producers and the managers of quite a few of the mix studios.


Meanwhile, of course, she was busy being a complete woman: fighting with Rog, the worthless horse’s ass she had for some reason married; she took lovers when it suited her, got drunk when the affairs ended—but drunk or sober, happy or unhappy, there was never a day’s work missed—never. In the movie industry it took very little sluffing off to get oneself marked down as unreliable. Once that happened there would soon be no work, and Maggie had always had bills to pay, particularly after Rog died, making the Clarys a one-income family: her income. It took her two years just to pay off Rog’s coffin, a fancy one the girls had insisted on. Being his daughters, they were better able to overlook Rog’s flaws than Maggie was. In fact they soon became very sentimental about their father—in his absence, of course—and lit into Maggie if she let slip the least critical word, once Rog was gone.


What Maggie knew her robust, normal daughters just couldn’t grasp was how it might be for a woman to feel incomplete, so incomplete that she no longer felt herself to be the woman she had been for almost sixty years. She felt like someone else—a someone she scarcely recognized.


“I mean, has it hurt your sex life?—I’ve heard hysterectomies can do that,” Meagan asked, trying to understand.


“Honey, I’m not having a sex life right now,” Maggie had reminded her. “I kicked Terry out, remember?”


Then Kate came over one day and tried to give her a pep talk. “Mom, you’re still a good-looking woman,” she said. “You could easily get a guy.”


Kate was sort of geared to the pep talk—perhaps it was from having coached so many peewee soccer teams.


“I wasn’t complaining, honey,” Maggie said. “Every time the phone rings it’s some man I don’t want.”


Maggie had never really had raving looks—what she had was just a shine, mostly. When she happened to switch her brights on, a lot of guys wanted her—even young guys—especially young guys, in fact. Art directors seemed to be particularly susceptible: the gay ones became her chums and the ungay ones tried to fuck her.


Probably another factor that added to Maggie’s appeal was that she really liked working as a member of a movie crew. Just driving up and seeing all the bustle, with people moving cameras and lights around, made her feel on top of the world. Usually she arrived at the set with a big grin on her face, thrilled to be working in the great American film industry. Even the gloomy A.D.’s—usually the gloomiest people on any movie set—brightened a little when Maggie favored them with a smile, or a punch on the shoulder, or something innocent like that.


What she had to figure out now was why the loss of one little over-the-hill uterus could change so much, could dim her lights so. Wasn’t she still Maggie Clary, a woman who had raised three fine daughters after burying her Billy, a tiny son, aged only three days at his death? Billy was buried in Hollywood Memorial Cemetery, just a short walk away. She had endured a dopey marriage, paid her bills, worked all over town, from Fox to Warner, Universal to Paramount. She kept her house pretty neat, though to be truthful, she had never gone overboard on the neatness thing—after all, some of the best things in life were a little messy, sex for one. Barbecue might be another.


For the moment, though, what she felt was that she was tired of sitting on her couch with a pile of damp Kleenex beside her. In ten seconds she got up, doffed her pajamas, and grabbed a blouse and pants; then she brushed out her hair and was out the door on a sunny morning into what, to Maggie’s mind, was the most beautiful place in the world: Hollywood, California. And of course she didn’t mean North Hollywood, over the hills, or West Hollywood, where things began to get fancy and expensive; she meant Hollywood proper, the Hollywood that had probably once been the most glamorous place in the whole world—in fact it still seemed so to Maggie, though it had to be admitted that some shabbiness had crept in.


Her own bungalow, the Clary home, was on Las Palmas, a few houses down from De Longpre Avenue; apart from a few months here and there, spent lolling in the apartments of various lovers, Maggie had lived in the bungalow her whole life. Her parents, taking their hearts in their hands and every penny of their savings out of the bank, had bought the bungalow in 1946, and the Clary family had lived there ever since. Of course, Maggie and her little sister, Tanya, had grown up supposing they would fall in love and move away; and of course, both of them did fall in love lots of times; but before either of them could move out, their parents had the misfortune, one foggy morning, to have a head-on with a truck while on the Rim of the World Scenic Byway on their annual camping trip to Big Bear Lake. Both were killed instantly and the bungalow became the possession of Maggie and Tanya; but Tanya, never lucky, was killed in a car wreck too; this one happened in El Segundo: somebody ran a light and Tanya was gone. That was that. Maggie became an orphan with a nice bungalow on Las Palmas, where she had lived ever since, where she had had her children, and where, in due course, she expected to die.


But not this morning, which was on the whole a sunny one, just a bit of haze. It amused Maggie that no one called the white summer skies in L.A. smog anymore: it had been upgraded to haze. Usually the haze didn’t bother her—just occasionally she might get a little stinging in the eyes.
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NOT EXPECTING MUCH—it was late to be hitting a garage sale in L.A.; usually the good stuff would be snarfed up in about three minutes—Maggie nonetheless hurried over to one she had noted on Cherokee, just a block away, where, to her amazement, she bought a lovely coral necklace for only two bucks. The find was so unexpected that Maggie took it as a sign that her luck was bound to change. A nice coral necklace usually wouldn’t last five minutes, not in L.A., where a lot of women seemed to wear coral.


Cheered by her unexpected acquisition, Maggie put the necklace on and wandered up to Musso Franks, the famous old movietown restaurant on Hollywood Boulevard, where she planned to indulge in a secret culinary passion, a sardine sandwich, a taste treat she was careful not to indulge in unless she felt it unlikely that she would be kissing anybody for a while. She loved the oily taste of the sardines, but was less enthusiastic about the aftertaste, which tended to linger for a while: even a good gargle with Listerine couldn’t necessarily get rid of it.


Terry Matlock, her last boyfriend, a tall young actor from Alabama, would certainly have dropped her immediately if he’d caught the least whiff of sardines. Terry wasn’t working much, so he filled in with Prime Loops a few times, when Maggie found herself shorthanded—Solomon, her best grunter, having collected one too many DWIs, which meant jail for six months. Terry Matlock proved much too condescending to fit in as a loop grouper, but he was tall and cute, so Maggie decided to seduce him, which she promptly did. What might have been behind it was a desire to find out if her surgery had made any difference vis-à-vis her sexual response; she had heard disquieting rumors that everything sexual was apt to go kind of slack after a hysterectomy.


Fortunately, in Maggie’s case, that didn’t turn out to be a problem—Terry was really an attractive young guy and sex seemed to work about as well as ever, a fact that didn’t cheer her up as much as she had hoped it would. She still liked fucking: what could there be to get so depressed about?


Of course, the affair with Terry, who was only twenty-four, was not likely to last forever, but so far none of Maggie’s affairs had lasted forever: why should the one with Terry be any different? Back in Alabama Terry had belonged to some fraternity; he seemed to feel that membership in the fraternity sort of elevated him above the common man. Pretty soon he started insisting that Maggie be on top, which now and then she didn’t mind, but being an older woman, she didn’t want to be on top all the time.


What cut it with Terry, though, wasn’t anything sexual—it had to do with money. Loop groupers were frequently apt to find themselves in desperate straits financially, so Maggie made a habit of keeping several hundred dollars in cash, in case she had to bail someone out of jail, or maybe make a little emergency loan or something. Now and then, once Terry moved in, she began to have the disquieting feeling that maybe the kid was stealing from her. It seemed that she always had fifty bucks less than she thought she had—sometimes even a hundred bucks less. So one day after sex she peeked through the crack in the bathroom door and saw Terry slip out of bed still naked and make straight for her purse, where he coolly extracted three one-hundred-dollar bills.


“Put it back, Terry,” she said matter-of-factly, stepping out from behind the door. She was by then fully clothed.


“No way,” Terry said, with his superior little smile. “Us gigolos have to live too.”


“Hurry up, leave—I’m tired of looking at you,” Maggie told him. He didn’t have much stuff: just a few T-shirts, a few jeans, and lots of CDs. Soon enough Terry Matlock was driving away, in a little green pickup that still had Alabama license plates.


Later, thinking about it, Maggie decided that the gigolo remark wasn’t all that unfair. She had been running a little test, to see if she was still okay in one particular way. Terry was a snobby kid, but he hadn’t beat her or anything, or been rough; the thing to do was let it go, which she did without crying over it much—maybe just once or twice, when she remembered the disdain in his eyes as he was leaving.
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RIGHT AWAY MAGGIE SAW that Paolo, the headwaiter, wasn’t going to let her drink her Bloody Mary and eat her sardine sandwich in peace. It was lunchtime on a Sunday and Musso’s was buzzing as usual, but Paolo obviously had no intention of letting that keep him from enjoying a chat with his old customer Maggie Clary. Paolo, after all, had been with the restaurant something like thirty years, longer than any waiter except old Mario—nobody could remember how long old Mario had been at Musso’s, but he was so old and shaky that he was no longer allowed to serve soup because he couldn’t get it to the table without spilling half of it. Maggie felt sorry for old Mario—after all, he was doing his best not to be a burden to society, or even to the restaurant where he had worked most of his life.


Paolo, much younger, was a different matter. Maggie had known him the whole time he worked there, and all along she’d had the sense that Paolo was the kind of guy who wouldn’t mind fraternizing with the customers a little—at least he wouldn’t mind if the customer happened to be Maggie. He had a wife and lots of kids, plus even more lots of grandchildren, whose pictures he was fond of showing to Maggie.


“It takes a pretty virile guy to produce twenty-two grandkids and seven greats,” he said, sidling up to her and spreading out the photos in his wallet. Sure enough, there seemed to be two or three more puzzled-looking babies in the crowd.


“That’s right—pretty soon you’ll have to get a bigger wallet, Paolo,” she said, keeping her voice strictly neutral. Nothing in the world could be much worse than to have Paolo make some kind of pass at her while she had sardines on her breath.


“What’s the matter with you? You look low,” Paolo asked, adopting the gentle approach.


“I’m not low, honey … I’m in despair,” Maggie said pleasantly. Lately, whenever someone told her that she looked low, Maggie pointed out that she wasn’t low, she was in despair—her hope was that they’d take it as a joke and let her alone.


Paolo, to her surprise, took the comment seriously.


“Despair? Come on. Why?” he asked, which annoyed her.


“Frankly, I’d rather not discuss it while I’m eating,” she told him. “I’m working it out with my shrink, if you don’t mind.”


“Dr. Tom ain’t going to cure you,” Paolo informed her, twirling his finger around his ear to indicate his low opinion of Dr. Tom’s sanity.


From time to time, after a session, she and Dr. Tom wandered up to Musso’s to refresh themselves with a plate of fettuccine with clams. Naturally the fact that Maggie arrived with a man, albeit an old man, made Paolo as jealous as hell.


“Sicilians are never too old to fool around,” Paolo had hinted darkly, the next time Maggie showed up at the restaurant.


“Lay off, Paolo—he’s my doctor!” Maggie retorted. She didn’t like comments like that from anyone, much less from an overly aggressive headwaiter.


This morning Paolo wisely contented himself with a little finger twirling. She knew perfectly well that most people found Dr. Tom a little weird, but he was her own beloved shrink, who had been helping her get through emotional crises for nineteen years: she was not about to let Paolo or anyone else say bad things about him.


Besides, Paolo was from Milan, which she understood was in a different part of Italy from Sicily—why did he think he knew so much about Sicilians?


Paolo immediately backed off about Dr. Tom, but the fact was, Maggie Clary stirred desires and had been stirring them the whole time she had been coming to the restaurant. He wanted her when she was in her fresh-faced thirties and still wanted her now that she must be hitting sixty; he had a crush on her, and twenty-two grandkids and seven greats hadn’t made it go away. Paolo had had plenty of crushes on good-looking lady customers, but usually the feelings waned as the ladies aged. Maggie was the one exception; though nothing was happening, nothing had waned. Paolo had often tried to work up the nerve to ask Maggie to see him outside the restaurant; after all, seeing him after work could lead to only one thing. It occurred to him that showing her pictures of his family might have been a stupid move. Maybe she had scruples about married men—even in Hollywood there were still a few women who had scruples about married men.


Maggie was getting a little riled—she wanted Paolo to go away and leave her in peace; she was about to tell him so in no uncertain terms when the guy surprised her. He came out with a totally weird suggestion.


“Ever lived anywhere but Hollywood?” he asked.


“Of course not, Paolo,” she told him. “I was born here and I hope to die here.”


“I wasn’t saying you had to live someplace else—think how we’d all miss you,” Paolo told her. He had seen the angry gleam in Maggie’s eye and knew that this was not the day to ask her to take a walk or something.


“I just meant maybe you should take a trip,” he said. “Maybe a little change of scene would cheer you up.”


“I like to be in my own home at night, thank you,” Maggie told him, and it was true—she liked to be in her own home at night and somewhere in her own hometown, Los Angeles, during the day.


In fact, all the Clarys were homebodies—none of her girls really liked to travel, either. Maggie had been to Tahoe twice; she had once had to go to Oklahoma City for a wedding, a horrible experience, and a boyfriend who liked to shoot doves took her with him to a big ranch in Mexico, south of Mexicali, where he shot a whole bunch of doves before he brought her back. When the kids were little there had been talk of a vacation to the Grand Canyon, but for one reason or another they always settled for Disneyland. The mere thought of riding several hundred miles in a car with Rog caused her to scuttle the Grand Canyon expedition while he was alive—even Disneyland was a long way to drive in a car with Rog. Even on a short trip Rog’s bad attitudes reminded her of at least a hundred reasons why she should never have married him, much less live with the jerk for eighteen years.


Since Paolo seemed to have backed off, at least for the day—he was actually waiting on a customer—Maggie decided to indulge in another Bloody Mary. Pretty soon she had downed five, although she was not particularly in the mood to drink—when she was in the mood to drink, five Bloody Marys would have been nothing: just the windup, not the pitch.


When she got up to leave she couldn’t resist giving old Mario a hug—she could just imagine that not being allowed to serve soup must have been a big blow to the old man’s pride. Paolo was standing two feet away, adding up a check, but she didn’t give him a hug; he’d gone too far again, leering at her while all she wanted was to be left alone to eat her sandwich and drink her drink. She thought she might just give Musso’s a pass for the next few months, until Paolo had time to cool down.
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SINCE SHE WAS SO CLOSE, Maggie crossed the street and spent a few minutes checking out the mannequins in the window of Frederick’s of Hollywood. The lingerie was pretty silly, maybe, but Maggie still felt a certain affection for the old place. Long ago she’d had a boyfriend who thought pink lingerie was the hottest thing under heaven, at least if Maggie was wearing it. You had to allow for a little silliness now and then, if you wanted much of a sex life.


Just as she was wandering off, a white Mercedes convertible cruised by, with two young guys in it—for some reason she happened to notice the license plate, which said New Jersey. A minute later she saw a Texas license plate, and one from Indiana. It made her proud that so many people drove long distances from remote places in America to admire her hometown. She felt a little throb of civic pride, though undoubtedly what the young guys from New Jersey were looking for was a few sexy Hollywood teenyboppers—they probably hadn’t driven all that way to admire art deco architecture or something like that.


Maggie wandered down to Sunset Boulevard, where she also noted quite a few out-of-state license plates, even one from Massachusetts, which was completely across America. To her it seemed kind of amazing that anyone would actually drive that far—after all, there were airplanes now, why not just jump on one? Even on De Longpre Avenue, which was not a particularly prominent street, she spotted another Texas license plate, and one from Idaho. Seeing all the license plates from other places reminded Maggie that she herself had never visited any of the places the cars came from. Maybe Paolo, despite his leering, had actually formulated a pretty good idea. Maybe she had stayed strictly in one place a little too long—sixty years in all, now that she thought about it. Why not just take a trip? She couldn’t really claim any burning desire to see the Grand Canyon or the Old Faithful geyser or whatever scenic wonders might pop up along the road—but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be fun to go somewhere.


She was at her door, key in hand, when a hugely radical thought occurred to her: if she went away to places where no one knew her, she wouldn’t have to pretend to be the woman she no longer felt she was! She could drive along and miss her womb as much as she wanted without worrying her daughters to the point where they got in her face about it.


Just having the idea made Maggie feel better than she had felt in weeks. Sundays five to seven she had her weekly session with Dr. Tom, after which they always had dinner—Chinese or Thai or whatever they decided they were in the mood for. Maggie could hardly wait for it to be five o’clock so she could tell Dr. Tom her amazing new idea.


It was while she was in her bathroom, gargling mouthwash and doing what she could to combat sardine aftertaste, that Maggie suddenly realized that there was one huge obstacle to her new plan to drive off into America, where no one would be likely to ask her questions about her “state,” as her daughters put it.


The big obstacle, of course, was her loop group, Prime Loops, which just happened to be booked solid for the next two weeks. The fact that she had completely forgotten about the loop group, even for a few moments, made her wonder if she was really going crazy, as her daughters seemed to think. Such a lapse was upsetting: the mere sight of a few out-of-state license plates had caused her to forget that she was a woman with responsibilities. What did that say about her mental state?


Before she could much more than spit out the mouthwash, her agitation began to mount. She had been about to shower; she had no clothes on but she grabbed a bathrobe and hurried out into the backyard, where she began to dip leaves out of her tiny swimming pool—dug by her father with his own hands. She had her dip net at the ready; usually dipping out whatever leaves were floating in her pool helped Maggie calm down, if she happened to be agitated.


This time the dipping process did nothing to relieve her agitation. It seemed incredible to her that she had just contemplated driving off, leaving the loop groupers to their fate, a grim fate that might involve overdoses, massive hangovers, evictions from apartments whose rent had not been paid, homelessness, AIDS, beatings, and all the other bad things down-on-their-luck actors were likely to experience.


But there it was: such had been her intention. She had even been sort of planning her route: her plan had been to slip down to the Coast Highway and flip a coin, heads south, tails north; a coin flip was sometimes the easiest way to come to a decision.


Standing by her pool with the dipnet in her hand, Maggie wondered if she was really going to flip out, go bats, go crazy; the level of her agitation was still rising, which was not a good sign, not a good sign at all. It suddenly seemed lonely in her backyard—lonely as if the ghosts of all her loved ones had decided to flee. The ghosts were all the people Maggie had lived with in that backyard: her parents, Tanya, the girls when young, Rog, various lovers, Connie, her best friend since the sixth grade, plus a few other friends. Usually she felt rather supported by her memories, many of them good memories; but today she was whirling, with no access to good memories at all.


The one good thought Maggie had to hold on to was that it was already four P.M.—in one hour she could seek safety with Dr. Tom, one of the few shrinks in L.A. who had office hours on Sunday, which he probably did because of an unhappy home life. Ninotchka, his wife, happened to be a bodybuilder, which meant she took bad steroids, of course, and as a result had fits, violent fits, during which she sometimes beat the crap out of Dr. Tom. Long ago Ninotchka had been Miss San Bernardino; that was before her bodybuilding days.


It seemed a long hour, the hour from four to five. Maggie got dressed, but even so, still had forty-five minutes to kill. She tried TV but didn’t look at the pictures—she contented herself with reading the CNN crawl. She liked it that CNN mentioned celebrities on their birthdays—who would have thought that Joan Collins was that old?


The forty-five minutes finally ticked away and Maggie stood up to leave, only to have the phone ring just as she had her hand on the doorknob. The caller was undoubtedly Connie, who was most likely calling to report her latest romantic disaster, which, like most of Connie’s disasters, seemed to occur on Sunday afternoons around four forty-five. Maggie knew that the main reason Connie called just at that time was because she was jealous of Maggie’s devotion to Dr. Tom. Connie, despite her hundreds of boyfriends, never really liked to share Maggie with anyone. Maggie knew she should just steel herself and go on to her shrink, but she could not quite bring herself to reject Connie or her last-minute calls, so, for better or worse, she picked up the phone.


“It’s me,” Connie announced. “Are you busy?”


“I’m on my way to my shrink. Can we talk later?” Maggie asked.


There was a silence—obviously Connie was offended at being asked to wait. In her world, best friends took precedence over shrinks any day.


“Are you there?” Maggie asked, after a bit.


“I’ve never known anyone to go to the shrink as often as you do,” Connie said.


“Listen, I’m a troubled person, I nearly had a hysterical fit today,” Maggie informed her. “I really need my session with Dr. Tom.”


“Go, then!” Connie said. “Call me the minute you get home.”


But Connie didn’t hang up—she stayed on the line, nursing her resentment. Maggie knew her too well to be fooled.


“Look, I’m sorry I can’t talk right now,” Maggie said. “Can’t you just tell me what happened in three words maybe?”


“Billy left me,” Connie said.


“That’s three words, all right,” Maggie said. “Don’t do anything rash. I’ll call you when I get home.”
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FROM THE POINT OF VIEW of security, going to see Dr. Tom was never exactly a piece of cake. He was the only tenant left in a crumbling World War II–era office building on Highland; the fact that he was the only tenant didn’t mean that he was the only person a visitor had to contend with. Among the people who might be congregated around the small foyer of the building were hookers and dopers, pushers, hippies, backpack bums, and, always, wild-looking kids with gang tattoos. Every time she made it past the crowd outside, Maggie felt almost afraid to ring Dr. Tom’s bell, for fear she’d find him murdered, or at least beaten to a pulp. After all, in Los Angeles, people were constantly being murdered in buildings a lot safer than his building would ever be. She herself carried pepper spray when she went to her sessions; sometimes some of the kids on the steps looked as if they might try to pull her down.


Dr. Tom, as usual, was as dapper as if he had just come from a wedding. He wore a beautiful old gray flannel suit, with a blue scarf at the throat rather than a tie. When Maggie had first come to see him he often wore a tie with a diamond stickpin, but soon enough he realized that he probably would be murdered if he didn’t leave the diamond stickpin at home.
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