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  Chapter 1


  The spider writing is there on the mirror.


  When I stepped into the shower, the glassy surface was as blank as a knee. The bathroom door is locked. But the point is: I’d know Robert’s handwriting anywhere.


  Even though he’s been dead for seven years.


  The letters are cramped together, shy, and they lean slightly to the left. The message itself is ambiguous.


  REMEMBER ME


  Which does he mean, “Remember me?” or “Remember me!” One is insecure, the other a little sinister.


  “Robert?” I ask out loud.


  Only the slight hiss of the steam evaporating.


  I contemplate these words and watch them fade before me. Soon there will be no evidence that the message ever existed. I could have imagined it. Through the mist my round pale face, large blue eyes ringed with mascara like pansies, stares back at me. However, I remind myself, messages written on mirrors have a way of surviving several steamings. I turn the hot water back on, sit on the closed toilet seat, and wait.


  An odd sense of destiny rolls down over me. The old Japanese poem comes to mind:


  I have always known that someday I would take this road


  But yesterday I did not know


  It would be today.


  The bathroom is thick with steam, but the message doesn’t choose to return. I understand. The oily human finger leaves a slight water-repelling sheen in its writing trail. But the spiritual finger doesn’t seem to have the same characteristics. Once again my own face, haunted eyes, appears before me.


  “Are you here, Robert?”


  In my heart I have no doubts.


  A knock on the front door. That must be Mr. Brandon Severr, my new client. I’m not ready for him, and I don’t like the sound of that name. I’d hoped he wouldn’t be able to find his way to my house, so covertly concealed, zigzag behind a large hedge; unless you knew better, you might think this was a storage shed.


  The knock again. Pretend no one is home?


  I slip a white caftan over my head and run my fingers through my tangled, curly hair. Walk into the living room and ask for serenity. A professional must maintain grace under pressure.


  The last knock: impatient and final.


  I peel back the door and there he is in the early afternoon sun—very tall and very blond. His face resembles a death grin, long and equine, the eyes masked by mirrored sunglasses. A faint nausea twinges my solar plexus.


  “Are you Deirdre Gage?” he asks, keeping the door open with his wedged foot. “I do have an appointment.”


  Very true. I release the pressure from my side and he strolls into the living room.


  “Would you like to sit down?” There is only one piece of furniture, huge white couch like a berserk powder puff.


  He perches on the couch’s edge, as though he were afraid it would open up and engulf him. “Such a pure atmosphere,” he says. “An Oriental simplicity.”


  Kneeling on the floor about ten feet away from him, I smile inscrutably. My integrity demands that I conquer my personal aversion. Victory will make me wiser and more worthy.


  “I must say I hadn’t expected such a lovely young lady.”


  I stand up. “Something to drink?”


  He shakes his head while removing his denim jacket. Well-developed biceps swell enticingly underneath his black turtleneck, the torso of a disciplined god. But his legs are nervous and jitter slightly in their tight, faded blue jeans.


  Relocating farther from the couch, I kneel again, tucking the folds of my caftan beneath me. “What can I do for you, Mr. Severr?”


  He smiles wickedly. “Do you know anything about Japanese literature?”


  “Not really,” I lie.


  “Ah, so.” He nods, removing his mirrored sunglasses. His eyes are pale and vulnerable, freshly opened shellfish; they are also exactly the same washed-out blue as mine.


  “Perhaps you should try someone else.” My legs slide into Siddhasana, a safe posture.


  Mr. Severr leans forward, knees supporting elbows. The flat paleness of his eyes opens up into three dizzy dimensions. “Have you ever heard of Yukio Mishima?”


  Interestingly enough, I have just finished the last book of his tetralogy, The Decay of the Angel. Mishima completed the final chapter of that book at dawn, kissed his sleeping wife and children good-bye, dropped his manuscript in the mail to his editor, and publicly disemboweled himself. “No,” I say. A serious coincidence here—I don’t believe in coincidence. “Never heard of him.”


  “My dear.” Mr. Severr’s face begins a slow transformation, balletic ectoplasm, the reverence of an albino angel. “He was undoubtedly the only true genius the world has ever known.”


  My skin prickles. This is probably nonsense, and yet…. And yet. How well I know that the line between perception and craziness is very delicate. The avuncular tone, the trace of nastiness, the delicious swell of his biceps.


  “You see,” he continues, hair white as the walls, “Mishima understood the true necessity of pain.”


  A premonition unsettles my breathing: this sounds like trouble. But this also sounds important, or so I tell myself.


  “You are a medium?” he asks, leaning forward.


  My eyes can’t look away from the whirling intensity of his gaze. “I never promise results in advance.”


  He stretches toward me, too close, the fine muscles of his torso inviting. “My dear”—voice soft as snakeskin—“I just want you to try.”


  “Try …” I echo like a dummy.


  “To put me in touch”—he sits back, releasing the connection—“with Mishima’s spirit.”


  “Oh. Of course.” My hands smooth down the cotton caftan, a package neatly cornered around my knees. “Would you like to schedule a session?”


  We stare at each other for a moment, but his eyes are flat again. “Night would be better,” he says, his legs jittering.


  “I only give sessions at night.”


  “How about tonight?” The gentle tone distinctly contrasts with his heightened body tension.


  “Mrs. Pfeiffer always comes on Tuesdays.”


  “Tomorrow night?”


  I nod. Once again, a sense of destiny rolls down over me. The unusual becomes the familiar. Perhaps more often than we think.


  Mr. Severr stands up, donning his denim jacket, clamping his sunglasses back into place.


  The filament that connects us spins out thinner and thinner.


  “Eight o’clock?” He smiles his death grimace.


  My pale face with its dark circle of curls reflects in double from the shiny surface of his glasses. “That’ll be fine.”


  He bows from the waist. “I am deeply honored.” In two strides he vanishes through the door.


  “Sayonara.”


  My body remains, motionless, in the living room for five or ten or fifteen minutes. Then, when my breathing is regular and my mind is calm, I bolt the front door and walk back toward the bathroom.


  Things are getting strange around here, even for Hollywood. One of the problems of living alone is the possibility that you only imagine things, that you conjure up your wishes, that you don’t know what you are wishing for. Until it turns up.


  The bathroom light reveals nothing but typical post-shower chaos. Thick white towels are flung about the floor, a snarl of dark hair squats like a bug in the corner. And the mirror is as blank as the eyes of God.


  Perhaps the problem is that I missed ballet class, failed to jog. In California we believe that most anxiety can be traced to a purely physical cause.


  Which can be traced to a purely mental cause.


  Which can be traced to a purely spiritual cause.


  Which can probably be traced back to a physical cause.


  Et cetera.


  The best response is to take a nap, read a magazine. The world really isn’t that hard to avoid.


  I flick off the bathroom light.


  “See you later.”


  Chapter 2


  I stand in the living room and wait. Although many hours have passed, the trace heat from Mr. Severr’s body lingers like cooking, yeast breads or coffee. But I must clear myself of these sensations or there will be no performance.


  A light tap on the door. Mrs. Pfeiffer is always punctual. Opening the door, I avoid looking at her, try not to see either the blue hair or the pantsuit splashed with daisies. My head nods her toward the couch.


  “Deirdre.” She sighs as she lowers herself, snaps the decoupage ex-lunchbox between her parallel feet. “You look a little pale tonight. Are you sure you can handle a session?”


  “I’m fine,” I lie and begin tending to my part of the ritual: unfold the yoga mat, light the candle, assume Siddhasana, and smile pleasantly. Mrs. Pfeiffer watches me with the intensity of the devout. I break off the smile and allow the disturbance to flash through for a moment, then resume the mask of serenity. Shadow of a bird flying past. “Are you ready to begin?”


  She sighs, affirmatively this time, and this is what happens: I begin the white-light tunnel pattern and then move into alignment with my star and spinal pattern, keying in to my vertical center. The kundalini, Robert and now Mr. Severr, must inevitably be quelled. And then the heat begins to manifest itself outside—just beyond—my fingers, insinuates into their tips, and then shimmers up my arms, radiating like warming eels into my muscles, little heat eels, and when they arrive at my shoulder joints, I am ready—tuned in, humming like an old refrigerator, primed. The whole process takes about ten minutes. The gradations are delicate, subtle; the art is the awareness of the heat’s process, snail slow, through the imperfect membrane of the body. The most difficult part is synchronizing the breathing.


  “Now,” I hear myself say in a detached grave voice.


  And Mrs. Pfeiffer: “Palas, this is Rhoda. I would like to speak to Uru, please.”


  Now the part I cannot remember begins.


  During the time of my mediumship, I cannot hear any sound at all, only the shadow of sound: soothing white noise, airplanes in a summer afternoon. Stasis. Or: twirling fans in a tropical bar, palm fronds barely rustling. Think of being in the sun just a little too long, and it’s just a little too hot, and you’ve had just a little too much to drink—not quite enough to make you sick or anxious, just slightly out of control. The pleasure of giving in, giving up whatever responsibilities cluster around you … living for a moment in a clearer, cleaner substance, helium or hydrogen or anything pure and transparent and rarified. You are floating on a raft or an inner tube, you think you could go on forever, but you are always jerked back.


  Jerked back like my grandmother, who technically died in a hospital. She said she saw the huge white hand of God beckoning her forward, and all she wanted to do was curl up in that hand; this is the end, the peace and connection she waited for. But the doctors saved her, pinning the mouse by the last millimeter of its tail. And my grandmother wasn’t merely angry to return—she was amazed, shocked that anyone could continue to live after seeing what was better.


  When I’m jerked back from my medium trance, I’m not furious anymore. The sadness of separation simply goes straight to my heart. That’s how the astronauts must have felt when they left that cool black vastness and returned to just one planet.


  Apparently, while I’m out there, cosmic and content, a voice or voices speak through me, using my vocal cords, answering questions and revealing allegedly pertinent information—often things that people are surprised or pleased to hear. God knows I hope this isn’t fraud. I seem to be the only one who suspects me: I suspect a double or triple or infinite personality, the left hand does not know what the right, etc.


  It’s hard to accept money or praise for what could easily be an enormous hoax. We all know how deceitful we can be when we think we are being honest. Robert’s Zen paradox: I'm lying when I just want to be perfectly clear.


  These other voices speak through me as though I were a microphone. A perfect medium, the ideally unobtrusive translator, is one whose personality can evaporate with no slight odor or residue, can temporarily disappear in the flame. I’m amazingly good at that. Perhaps my personality vanishing in one place simply reasserts itself in another, in a different, possibly false guise. Like a waterbed. Pressure in one place causes a bulge somewhere else.


  Tonight I am jerked back by the sound of a handclap. It turns out to be “my own.”


  “Fifty minutes, dear,” says Mrs. Pfeiffer, glancing at her tiny diamond watch, looking more like a Martian or a salad than ever.


  “Some tea then,” I respond, robotlike, her assenting nod visible in the corner of my eye, and escape to the kitchen.


  Here is where I recover: the old California kitchen of an old California house. Built-in corner shelves, breadboard, ironing board, everything smoothed and plumped by too many coats of paint. Nothing is sharp or angular anymore; even the corners of counters no longer seem like edges. But perhaps the softness is not a buildup of layers after all; perhaps the wood has actually melted over the years, waxy and pliable. And the entire room is buttercup yellow, manically cheerful, the feeble centers of too-fresh eggs. It is a bland, soothing absurdity exactly right for easing me back into the world of food, machines, and bodies.


  On the counter, arranged to resemble professional food in cooking magazines, are the lemon-iced cookies I prepared after my shower. Now they are as foreign to me as Swahili—who could ever bake or eat such a thing? But that’s the way it always is. After putting on water for tea, the body forces itself to arrange the lilac-flowered dishes on the wicker tray.


  However. The window over the sink distracts me, compels me. My control is very poor tonight. The curtains are not quite closed and the moon glimmers through, diagonally cut and orange, a cantaloupe slice. Night-blooming jasmine wafts in, the click of crickets.


  Stop. Don’t think of these things.


  Florida, blood-warm water. Robert’s skin on my skin.


  I have been in a deeper trance than I suspected.


  Pressing my forehead against the slightly dank, over-Ajaxed sink, my mind struggles for the cool images of contemplation. I cannot think of Robert, I cannot think of Mr. Severr. Those rounded biceps, the tensile strength of the luminous cord that already attaches us. Sometimes there is no freedom from this foolish body.


  Mentally affirm: SEE THE SUN IN THE MIDST OF THE RAIN SCOOP CLEAR WATER FROM THE HEART OF THE FIRE. The Zen version of “Every cloud has a silver lining”—except, for me it works, gives me the strength to carry the tray back out into the living room.


  Mrs. Pfeiffer is rereading her notes under the dim light of the floor lamp, and she glances up in her usual semblance of surprise, phony double-take, her muscles beginning to tense in anticipation of refreshment.


  “Why, Deirdre, how very sweet,” she remarks as though we don’t do this every time. Then she descends and piles six cookies on her plate.


  I can dissect her as a greedy, hypocritical person. Or I can rally up some compassion and tolerance: we are all God’s one way or another. This “larger” view is usually good for about forty-five minutes after trance. After that, there is no feeling or vision at all.


  I kneel on the floor across from the couch, relax my body. “What did old Uni have to say for himself?”


  “Well”—and Mrs. Pfeiffer straightens up with a cheery smile—“he said I should sell the house on Doheny. As soon as possible. He thinks I should buy land in Orange County.”


  “But he’s always told you to hold onto that house.”


  “I know. I know.” She shrugs and smiles again.


  I feel obscurely responsible, and yet she seems so happy. “Why Orange County?”


  “Uru says that’s where all the money is these days, those Republicans and those lotteries and all. He gave me quite a little lecture.” Pausing, she consumes another cookie. “Then, about Tom….” Her teacup waves delicately in her hands, like a scarf. “Uru said Marlene has a lover, so that explains why Tom sent the card! But I shouldn’t push; I should move when the time is right.” Under the blue hair, her face assumes an expression of resolution. “When Tom tells me himself, that’s soon enough.”


  I have nothing but admiration for the naked practicality of her questions. No junk here about who Mozart got reincarnated into or the hour of our death or the vast spaces of the galaxy. No Mishima or the true meaning of pain, either—the kind of questions I’d ask if I could, do ask when I can. And the answers, of course, always leave me sad and pointlessly anxious.


  “… he said lamb’s okay, but I really ought to avoid pork and beef. I’d been slipping up a little, you know. I keep thinking he can’t know everything.” She chuckles. “And then he said to make sure I do that ‘Salute to the Sun’ every morning, after the hot water and the lemon. What a sweet, sweet boy!” Her voice goes all coy and girlish. “Always so worried about my health!”


  I’m glad that someone is worried about her health, or that some secret part of me named “Uru” is worried about her health, or that some part of something in this crazy conundrum is worried about some other thing. It breaks the solipsism. Palas, on the other hand, doesn’t care if I live on Oreos and Pepsi. Just like Robert; it’s my head that interests him, not my body. The body is only the delicate pillowcase of the soul in the great bed of the universe.


  The great single bed.


  “Dear.” Mrs. Pfeiffer breaks the silence with a slight cough, eyes shining like cruel pennies. “I suppose I better be going now. Henry, you know.”


  Of course.


  She hoists the ex-lunchbox from between her feet and rises out of the couch. “And I almost forgot. Uru said Palas thinks you’re avoiding him. He says you haven’t talked to him in weeks.”


  Two twenty-dollar bills are deposited in my right hand as she exits. Since she has paid me in cash, I am forced to go out and spend it.


  Chapter 3


  The Ralph’s on Sunset is six blocks away, and this presents my typical dilemma: to walk or to drive.


  If I drive, the car might break down, forcing me to cope with the added responsibility of its carcass. If I walk, there is only my immediate body to worry about, which is much simpler except that I will be more visible in the night. Men will shout at me from their cars and I will have to pretend that they are like the black-clothed puppeteers in Japanese puppet shows: something the audience agrees ahead of time not to see.


  Perhaps this is how I should handle Mr. Severr.


  Not to see him? Like Robert, heard but not seen. Forget it, Deirdre. Out into the dark.


  Lots of cars are whizzing by and I can hear them from my position halfway out the front door. Perhaps these people are like me: afraid that if they sleep, they might miss something, some nameless wolf-of-joy thing they think they are waiting for.


  Drive or walk? I sigh, extracting the usual coin from my pocket.


  Heads.


  The car starts with a nasty crunch, obscene black smoke gushing out of the tail pipe. Malevolent. The engine stalls at the edge of the narrow concrete driveway; the brakes scrape like a cement mixer. The engine crunches on again and we back slowly into the empty street.


  One block away and we wait at the stop sign on Hollywood Boulevard, where the cars are rushing by. Although it is nearly midnight, the traffic is thick and constant: low riders in orange and lime-green cars, teenagers in convertibles, men in three-piece suits looking as though they are on the way to their offices. There is never any space to enter—the stoplights flash on and off like strobe lights, the vehicles weave a jerky tango. With the courage born of five years in California, I swing the Valiant out in front of a black VW. The best way is to pick a car that has more to lose than you do.


  Once in the thick of things, the bright streetlights and flashing neon from cinemas, the Whiskey A-Go-Go, a hundred-foot billboard with a grinning Andy Gibb, you almost feel you are in a noonday traffic jam. The impulse from all these cars is to stay with the pack; only with effort do I pull myself away and turn off again, out of all that heat and energy. Two quiet blocks later and we pull into Ralph’s peacefully illuminated parking lot. I climb out and walk through the pre-autumnal air, a brainwashed consumer hypnotized by the whirring automatic doors.


  Inside is a world of soothing, ordered things. The acrid chill from the frozen foods beckons from one side; the overripe aroma of produce from the other. I select a steel cart and stare out over the endless rows of merchandise, the few leisurely shoppers. There is all the time in the world.


  Like the planchette on a Ouija board, the cart veers for the clothing section, so I select three pairs of stretch lace bikini panties, pink and yellow and deeper pink, rose-petals. This is a shot in the dark: a test purchase to see if an image will emerge, string itself into a series of pearls. Now my hand hovers over a packet of men’s sleeveless undershirts; I could abandon my present blue jeans and sweatshirt look and do a kind of nostalgic thing, tie-dye and embroider these shirts.


  Perhaps I’m on to something. Boys’ athletic socks and, yes, boxer shorts. Something special—dare one say sexy?—about a woman wearing men’s underwear, as if her femininity were simply too strong ever to be questioned.


  Moving on. Hot on tonight’s trail of clues, my cart steers itself to the health-food section: mung beans, soy flour, blackstrap molasses, tofu. This series may work its magic charm.


  The random toss of the coin.


  But it’s hard not to be suspicious of these fickle, ever-changing self-images; just as easily I could be acquiring black lace and smoked oysters, or support hose and TV dinners. Somehow, though, wheeling the cart toward the toiletries section (and telling myself this is no doubt the ultimate self-indulgence), somehow there seems to be a connection between these materialized personas and the voices that come out of my mind. At least I’d like to think so.


  Vitamin E lotion for the skin and herbal packs for the hair. The pastel panties are exchanged for solid white ones; mustn’t mix visions, mustn’t cross over. Makeup is passed right by, ignored until another time. Peppermint and rose-hip tea and a fake-handmade ceramic teapot. I have two teapots already, but only this teapot goes perfectly with this new tea, which I may or may not ever drink. The point is: the combination is harmonious, well-orchestrated; the actual function is irrelevant.


  Pausing in the middle of the produce section, I calculate the cost so far of the cart’s contents: about twenty-five dollars. And I’m getting bored, the fever has broken. The store suddenly returns to life around me and I notice that there are actually other human beings around, absorbed or not in their own purchases, aware or not of me. A yogurt maker would cost enough to dispose of the rest of my cash, but there are enough machines in my life already. Magazines? I steer the cart to the front of the store and hesitate over a backpacker magazine, a singles’ calendar, and an astrology guide. All the obvious ones, fashion and cooking magazines, I’ve already obtained. This is really hitting the dregs, but there you have it. Who knows?


  The news is successfully avoided, as usual.


  Only one checkstand is open, and eleven or twelve lethargic shoppers wait in line, glancing through People magazine or the scandal sheets. The checker is a young, cheery woman with pale green hair, no doubt from swimming in chlorinated pools. On her right cheek, an inch below her heavily mascaraed eye, there is a small tattoo of a conch shell, artfully rendered in pink and yellow. The dull gold uniform she wears with the Ralph’s insignia cannot transform her into a lifeless person.


  The line moves up and I position my cart behind a nurse’s five cans of catfood, some Twinkies, and a barbecued chicken, and double-check my goods to make sure I haven’t made any mistakes. These things might go dead on me as soon as they’re home, carefully hunted animals which prove useless for food. Skunks. Strange how some objects, in some particular light—three o’clock on a Sunday afternoon in February—can exert such a strong repulsion. The worst one was the green purse. It was my fifteenth birthday, so Robert must have been fourteen and Greta must have been eighteen. Lana, our mother, had just come back to live with us. And Greta gave me a cheap vinyl purse in a horrifying, electric green. I literally gasped when I opened the package; it was like unwrapping a nightmare. I couldn’t conceal my feelings, and so Lana had to try to be polite to Greta for me. Of course, Lana knew exactly how I felt. So did Robert.


  Sleep was impossible that night. The eerie green insult was there in the room with me, glowing in the dark with nastiness. Finally I awakened Lana, and she took the purse away, and I never saw it again.


  But even now, ten years later, I’m sure the overwhelming repulsion would be just as strong, maybe stronger. (What am I trying to say here? that the purse is somehow like Mr. Severr?) My reaction was so strong, so physical, so irrational. Rationally, I was offended that Greta would think me a person who would like such a purse (unless, always possible, she was deliberately provoking me: a whole other anger, her jealousy of the way Robert and I were close, of the way Lana and I were close, but that’s too complicated for now), but my reaction to the actual object was visceral; my feelings would have been exactly the same whether or not the bag was intended for me.


  “How are you tonight?” asks the checker. The smile lines around her eyes crinkle to the edge of the tattoo, like waves washing shells up on shore.


  “Fine. Just Fine.”


  “Two for seventy-nine.” She pulls plums out of my cart as if she were pulling tubers out of the ground. “How much is the kiwi fruit?”


  “I don’t remember.” My voice is guilty, as though I were trying to get away with something.


  “Here it is.” She consults the chart next to her register. “The brewer’s yeast?”


  Sadly, I shake my head.


  “Price check on brewer’s yeast!” she bellows out, holding the can up to the boxboy loitering next to the shopping carts. “Figs, two ninety-eight. Geez! What
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