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  1


  Bluish light flickered and sizzled from a fluorescent bulb that had probably been sputtering in just that pointless way for months. It set off all kinds of tiny quick shadows, which was a weird thing because you expected fluorescent to be flat, lifeless, shadowless. Somebody was behind her in the mirror. Not behind her, exactly, but around her, sheathing her like a second skin not quite tight enough, as if she hadn’t grown into it yet.


  She was twenty years old. Sometimes she didn’t think she could possibly have anything left to grow into. Sometimes, like now, like since the phone call telling her her father was sick and she had to come to New Mexico, she thought she didn’t know anything worth knowing and she never would figure out how to grow into the life that was waiting for her.


  The flickering light and the aura or whatever it was in the mirror hurt Valerie’s eyes, which already ached from not enough sleep, too much driving, too much—or maybe too little—crying. She sighed and said, practically out loud, “Oh, please. Not now. Gimme a break.”


  This sort of perceptual distortion had been happening for years—not very often, not every day or anything, but often enough that it wasn’t even surprising anymore. It was one of the reasons she’d decided to go into filmmaking, to find out the weird way she sometimes saw and heard and felt the world could be put to some use. That and the fact that it was good practice to think of life as a movie; it gave you a way to get involved without getting too involved: You could always turn off the camera. You could always reshoot the scene, maybe with new actors in a different location.


  She knew from experience that if she stayed still and held her breath and just waited, the double image would either dissolve or get clearer. Almost always it dissolved, vanishing so totally that she wondered, every time, if it had ever actually been there. If something was real and then disappeared, shouldn’t it leave some trace of itself? If somebody had really been real, had been alive and really loved you, and then they died, shouldn’t they leave some trace?


  Four times over the years, the skin of light and shadow had separated from the outline of her body and moved into the foreground as if it were between her and the mirror, but when she put out her hands they touched nothing but air and then glass. Four times she’d seen a face in the mirror, a form. A man. A totally drop-dead gorgeous man, as a matter of fact, which Valerie had to admit was nicer than if she’d been seeing some kind of monster or dweeb or something. He had long glossy black hair that sometimes looked blue. There was something weird about his eyes; Valerie had never been able to hold his gaze long enough to figure out what it was, but there was definitely something weird. And he seemed to have too many arms and legs that moved in funny ways around his body, which was around her body.


  She’d imagined that he wanted something from her. Maybe he was trying to bring her a message—like from her mother. She’d never been afraid of him; in fact, she’d been drawn to him, felt herself hoping she’d see him again every time she looked in a mirror to, like, comb her hair or fix her mascara, found herself dreading his appearance because it threatened to demand something of her and complicate her life. The first time, it was true, she’d been startled, and in between times it wouldn’t have taken much for her to get seriously weirded out just by the fact that, totally clean and straight, she was hallucinating.


  That’s where putting him in a movie came in. He could be a symbol for all kinds of things: The young girl’s wish to reconnect with her dead mother. The power of love; that was Valerie’s favorite. The virgin’s sexual fantasy. The heroine’s ability to tap into another dimension of reality. The heroine’s stark raving madness. Whatever. She, Valerie Kittridge, the producer and director and screenwriter and star of this film, got to decide what.


  At the moment, he was a symbol of how tired she was. How scared. She did not have time for this. She had to get going. She had to get to Dad. She glowered into the mirror, squinted, and the halo vanished.


  Ridiculously, the flickering fluorescent tube also made her feel as if nobody in the world cared a thing about her. Her dad did. She’d always been able to count on her dad.


  She looked away from the bulb and the shadows that shouldn’t be there, away from the mirror whose fog, she’d discovered, was a permanent flaw in the glass and couldn’t be wiped off. She told herself that it was the bad light and the yellowed glass that made her look so awful, knowing as she did what effects lighting and lens filters could create.


  Also, she had barely slept last night in the motel, which had made her feel even more stupid for paying so much for the room, although she still didn’t know what she could have done differently—sleep in her car? Drive all night? Chronic sleep deprivation was a fact of life by now; she couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept through the night without waking up half a dozen times convinced there was a man in her room, a man in her bed, a man inside her. This was not always a totally unpleasant fantasy, but it wasn’t exactly restful, either, and it had been years since she’d gotten enough rest. You got used to things. But she wasn’t used to driving thousands of miles by herself on little or no sleep. She wasn’t used to her father having had a stroke and forcing her to make a nightmare drive across the desert. No wonder she looked like shit.


  She was ashamed for even thinking about something as superficial as her appearance at a time like this. Yet she wanted very much to look fine when she walked into her father’s house in Duerme for the first time, met his girlfriend for the first time. To look perfectly all right when he saw her for the first time in the year—more than a year—since he’d moved to the little pueblo on top of the mesa. That was probably dumb. He’d had a stroke. Valerie didn’t know what that meant, exactly, but on the phone Maria Elena had said it was, “bad, ’jita, very bad.” Valerie took a breath and let it out. So more than likely he wouldn’t notice what she looked like. Not that he ever had, really.


  “How do I look, Daddy?” She wondered how many times she’d asked him that over the years. If she’d had a mother, maybe she wouldn’t have. Maybe it was just a girl thing.


  “Fine,” he’d say absently, automatically. “You look just fine.”


  Every time she’d complain, “You didn’t even look!”


  Every time he’d pat her arm. “I know what you look like, Valley.”


  “Don’t call me that! You know I hate that!”


  Absently, “Sorry.” But he never did get it. Sometimes he had even called her “Valley Girl.”


  Now, in the gas station, Valerie fought back tears. She didn’t mean to be criticizing her father, especially not now. He’d done fine raising her alone. They’d been everything to each other. And she still wanted him to think she looked good. Looking in the mirror, she gritted her teeth. Her face, even more washed out than usual, was framed with baby-fine blond hair that had absolutely nobody and needed a trim, even though it hadn’t been a month since she’d last gone to Tomi. She pushed her fingers through her spiky bangs, wondering if her father would like them better a little softer and fuller, “more girlie,” as he would say. As it was, they didn’t cover the new zit on her forehead. She was twenty years old. Too old for zits. Too young to lose her father, too old to be called an orphan, although that’s what she would be if he died.


  The faucet wouldn’t turn off, and the stubborn stream of not-very-hot water made her furious with her father for not being there with his plumber’s tools and his “step aside, ma’am, this job calls for a pro.” She forced her hand away. Fine. Let it run. Let the damn place flood.


  The walls were splotched with graffiti in Spanish and English, much in the triangular script favored by gangs. Most of it she couldn’t read, and she knew she wasn’t intended to.


  One phrase, though, was clear. Thick black block letters in a diagonal slash, on the wall by the door at most adults’ eye level, which was a little above Valerie’s head: COME TO ME, MI AMOR. I’VE BEEN WAITING.


  Valerie snorted. Whoever had so carefully written the words was still waiting for an answer, unless the right person had just happened to come into this dump and just happened to know it was meant for her. Or him. Great communication skills, perfect way to feel misunderstood: Send out a message that couldn’t possibly be received.


  Her hands shook. She thought she might be sick. In the mirror, her pale face and pale hair were white and gray, and circles under her eyes were as blue as the eye shadow above them.


  There were no paper towels. That figured. Irritably shaking her hands to dry them, she left the bathroom, past the futile summons on the wall: COME TO ME, MI AMOR. Something stirred in her, some response. Shit, she told herself. Give it a rest.


  The air was cooling quickly as night came on. A flat gray pall vaguely distorted the gas pumps and the weathered round gasoline sign. Valerie smelled sage, sand, gasoline, and offal under the sickly sweet odor of toilet bowl cleaner, which actually seemed stronger outside the rest room than in. Catching her breath, she made a point of noticing the light again, as if taking notes for her lighting class or for Darknight, her first professional film that she’d had to leave to come take care of Dad and she shouldn’t resent that but she did, which at this very moment they were a week, tops, from wrapping without her.


  This was the time of day filmmakers called “the magic hour,” because of the peculiar qualities of twilight: flattened, changeable, unpredictable, angled so as to cast long, thin shadows, often with a burnish that turned ordinary colors translucent—peach, pearly blue, and gray. Here in the desert there was a greenish tinge to the light itself that reminded her of something beautiful, unnerving, somehow familiar, but she couldn’t place it. She pondered how you might get that green on film—create it optically, or capture it in nature by waiting for just the right few minutes to shoot—and what you could use it for.


  Just the right instant, and if you missed it—if you weren’t paying attention, or you didn’t recognize it when it came—the magic hour would be over. Life was made up of one-time chances like that, especially when it came to love. Valerie liked to think about that, and it also made her really nervous, knowing that if she wasn’t careful she’d miss her one big chance.


  Somewhere in this world, a man, one man, was waiting for her, her soulmate, the only man she would ever love. Dad had tried to convince her that a person could make a good life with lots of different partners, that it wasn’t as if there was only one person for you and if you weren’t in the right place at the right time you’d be alone forever. Beth, obviously, wasn’t waiting for anybody; since they’d been roommates, Valerie had stopped even trying to keep track of all the guys who were in and out of the apartment, in and out of Beth’s life.


  But Valerie’s conviction that somebody somewhere was waiting for her was unshaken. She could feel it. For a while she’d tried to tell herself this was just dumb adolescent romanticism, sort of like puppy love in the abstract, but the older she got the more sure she was that it was true. She was saving herself for him, and the small pleasure that came from flirting with other guys or from touching herself made the waiting more beautiful, more agonizing, more necessary.


  The magic hour wasn’t really magic, of course. It didn’t even have to be real. Like facial expressions, body language, physical props, background music, dialogue, and events themselves, this green light—which was already changing, fading—was nothing more than a tool. If you were good enough, if you knew what you wanted and how to get it, you used this light to make things mean whatever you wanted them to mean.


  She breathed the green-tinted air slowly in, slowly out, and worked to calm herself by taking note of details around her. Practically at her feet some guy lay on his back under a white Impala and a radio spewed tinny mariachi music. Valerie visualized in jump-cut sequence:


  CLOSE-UP


  —of the young woman, blond, blue-eyed, fair-skinned, small, standing outside the grungy gas station toilet washed in pearly greenish twilight.


  EXTREME CLOSE-UP


  —showing tears in her eyes. [NOTE: USE AN EYE-LIGHT.] But you know from the opening credits (“A Valerie Kittridge Film”) that she’ll do what’s right, save her dad, make up for having grown up and made her own life and abandoning him—


  —and that he would make it up to her for getting sick. Just when her life was about to get started. He’ll get well. He’ll be fine.


  DOLLY BACK, MIDDLE SHOT


  CUT. CUT. CUT. CUT.


  Light-headed, Valerie braced her fists behind her against the stucco wall. Goose bumps prickled along her arms as the October wind gusted. She couldn’t remember if she’d packed a sweater, and suddenly her lacy blue T-shirt didn’t protect her at all—from the elements, from stares, from bad things happening. At least in films, there were sound effects and background music to tell you when something bad was about to happen. Or something good. It wasn’t fair that in real life you had no warning.


  On rubbery legs she made her way toward her Subaru. Her white sandals looked sexy—Beth said she had feet a fetishist would die for—but didn’t provide much protection or support; gravel pressed into her soles, rubbing unpleasantly under her arches. One sharp pebble flipped up to lodge between the strap and her ankle bone. She concentrated on the sensation, which was pain but didn’t exactly hurt. Though she made no move to dislodge the rock, with her next step it flicked back out and she lurched forward, awkward with the new sensation of no pain, of not being hurt.


  Fumbling for her keys, she had a moment’s real panic that she’d lost them even after her fingers closed around them. It took several tries to unlock the car door. As she slid onto the seat she was aware of the texture of the vinyl under her jeans. She put her hands on the steering wheel, laying her fingers carefully into the indentations provided for them. The car was redolent with the odors of bananas and French fries. Dimly she remembered eating sometime today, and for sure she wasn’t hungry now.


  The sky was darkening. A dark shape circled once, twice. Its shriek was high and strange, startling. It screeched again. An owl, maybe, but it seemed much too large for an owl. And why did it screech? To call a mate? To terrify its prey? Curious, she searched the nearly dark sky, couldn’t find any shapes at all now.


  The instant she turned on the engine, other shapes snapped into focus:


  The yellow film book she’d been reading early in the morning—which, she reminded herself but could hardly believe, had been just yesterday morning—when the phone call came from Maria Elena. “You must come, Valeria, can you come?”


  The soft-sided suitcase her father had given her for school. Packing crazily because she couldn’t imagine, didn’t dare imagine, how long she’d be gone or what she’d need. Did it snow in October in northern New Mexico? Could you wear balloon pants and a shortie top in a town—not really even a town, just a bunch of houses—with a few hundred people on top of a mesa? Should she take a dress? The only one she owned was black leather and cut very high and very low. Beth had talked her into it and she had worn it only once, to the party the weekend before (just a week ago!) in a rundown thirties’ movie palace that Beth had promised “will blow your fockin’ mind.” Once she’d got there she couldn’t imagine why that had ever sounded like fun.


  The black leather dress definitely would not do for this trip to Duerme and her father. She tried and failed to stop herself from thinking: It wouldn’t do for a funeral.


  She’d written a note to Beth begging her to call all her profs for her, especially Myers because she had a paper due next Friday that by the end of the semester could make the difference between an A and a B. As if that mattered now. It did matter, though; it shouldn’t, but it did. Thinking of that A, probably lost because Dr. Myers was a prick, brought tears.


  A call to Gary, director of Darknight. She’d dialed twice, hung up twice, dialed a third time before she had the nerve to stay on the line, relieved to get the phone machine. “Gary, it’s Valerie. Kittridge. Listen, I’m really, really sorry about this, but my dad’s …” She paused. “I don’t know. Sick. Sick or something and I have to go to New Mexico. Can you believe it? New Mexico? I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, so I guess you’d better get somebody else for the shoot. I’m really sorry. Maybe I can get back in time for postproduction. I’m sorry.” It wasn’t as if she had some super-important job or anything. She was just a production assistant. He’d find somebody else easy, some other student eager to be his slave. That didn’t make her feel any better.


  Realizing with a sickening drop in the pit of her stomach that she couldn’t take a plane, even though there was enough room on the credit card her dad had provided her for emergencies—and if this wasn’t an emergency, what was? More than likely she could get a flight to Albuquerque, but then she’d have to rent a car to drive to the godforsaken place he lived, and she wasn’t old enough to rent a car on her own. How humiliating. How frustrating. How much like a stupid kid it made her feel.


  Packing her video camera, just in case. Taking extra tape. She could work on her lighting project; she could document what was happening. She could watch her father and herself with the camera if she couldn’t stand to look with her own eyes.


  He was her father. Of course she could look at him.


  Loading the car with all the wrong stuff—the black dress, not the black dress, Jesus what had she packed?—not enough underwear, a thousand things forgotten—and trembling hard in the driveway just as she was now. Thinking before she could stop herself that she ought to get Dad to check her tires. Thinking, a mantra: I can’t do this. Daddy, don’t make me do this.


  Doing it, though: driving out of L.A. in the morning rush hour, north on 10 to Barstow, then east on 40, which would take her through Needles, Flagstaff, Albuquerque, eventually to Santa Fe, Santa Esperanza, and somehow to Duerme. She already knew that Duerme wasn’t on the map.


  Weaving through traffic, eyes watering from fear and smog and not enough sleep, and watching her mind trying to shed all the daily stuff, trying just as hard to hold onto it. The paper, which she hadn’t even started writing but for which she had a whole box full of notes. It was about the basics of lighting—natural light, Klieg lights, the little ones whose name she liked best, “baby-babys,” spelled just that way. Actors used to wear gray makeup so they would look normal once the film was developed. You could shine just the right light on a flat paper backdrop and make it look like a castle. In thirties’ film noir, they painted shadows and silhouettes on the backdrops like frozen people, dead people.


  The camera never lies.


  The camera always lies.


  Neither of those statements was true. It would be simpler if one or the other were true. The truth was: Sometimes the camera lies and sometimes it doesn’t, and you, schmuck, get to figure out which is which.


  Her mind stuck on little things, both comforting and frustrating in their petty familiarity: She would have to confront Beth about Lord Byron’s filthy litter box. She needed Diet Coke and tampons. Then, as always, back to filmmaking: Gary’s reaction to her leaving. This was only his second feature as a second assistant director, and he sure didn’t need any surprises this late in the game. In his place, she’d be really ticked off. By the time she’d made Barstow, her mind had stopped most of the chatter and her thoughts had merged into one sharp point: Get to Dad, as fast as you can.


  Get to him, get to him. Easing out of the service station, Valerie heard the words like a voice-over. She had no idea how long she had sat in the car. Trembling, wondering if she’d just had a panic attack or if she was actually getting sick, which would be just what she needed. She hadn’t been sick once since she’d been out on her own. (Were you on your own if your dad paid your rent?)


  She flicked on her blinker and pushed up her sun shade. Her eyes in the mirror, her father’s dark blue, looked a little wild, but at least this mascara did thicken her practically nonexistent lashes. “You don’t need makeup, sweetie. You’re beautiful without it.”


  “You’re my dad. You have to say that.”


  When he didn’t know what else to say, her father would tell her sadly, “Your mother hardly ever wore makeup.”


  Why would I want to be like my mother? She died. Valerie hadn’t said that, thank God. Instead, she’d protested, “Everybody else wears lipstick and mascara and shadow and blush. At least.”


  “In the fifth grade?”


  “Oh, Dad.”


  “Well, Valley, everybody else isn’t my daughter.”


  “Don’t call me that!”


  “Sorry.”


  The scene finally played out, Valerie tried to catch her breath, then held it to fight the light-headedness. It would be just too much if she had an accident on the way to her father’s bedside.


  Deathbed.


  No.


  As she finally pulled onto the highway, she thought about how nervous she’d been about highways and driving at night and driving somewhere she’d never been before when her father had been teaching her to drive. How calm and reassuring he’d been, even when she’d had a fender-bender with a limo because she’d jumped the light. (No one famous was inside.) Later, when she’d had her license for a while, he’d confessed to more than a little anxiety of his own.


  The memory both hurt and pleased her. Her successful merge now into the heavy eastbound traffic was a tribute to him, and a message: See, Daddy? But then she was afraid he’d think she didn’t need him anymore.


  A semi passed her, its horn obscene. Beth would have flipped the driver off; Valerie just made sure not to look at him. She wished Beth had come along. Beth was a lot stronger than she was, a lot more sure of herself.


  She wished she could talk to her dad about taking care of him. It had never really occurred to her that she’d have a major problem in her life that he couldn’t help her with. It should have, of course. He wasn’t immortal, even if he was her dad.


  When she’d first moved into her own place, she’d called him almost every day and gone home almost every weekend. She’d asked his advice—partly because she wanted it, partly to make him feel needed—about what classes to take, about the girl downstairs who didn’t even try to hide her coke paraphernalia, about guys. She’d give him her opinions, too, about his diet (lousy when she wasn’t there; TV dinners that smelled like dog food!), his clothes (better than his taste in food, but not much), and whether or not he should shave his beard (“No way, Dad! You’ll look like an egg!” and he had laughed and said, “Okay, okay” and left the beard alone).


  “I miss you,” they had assured each other, and although in truth she’d missed him less and less—and was ashamed—she’d never once doubted that he missed her terribly, and she’d felt guilty about that, too.


  But then, incredibly, he’d moved to Santa Esperanza, New Mexico. Something about the light there, he said, the beauty; he had never forgotten how they’d ended up there on their last vacation together. Valerie wished now they’d gone somewhere else. Maybe then her father would have retired to some other town for some other reason, and then maybe he wouldn’t have had a stroke.


  A cat was dead by the side of the highway. Valerie shuddered and glanced several times in her rearview mirror to see if there was any blood. Thoughts scattered, she worried briefly about Lord Byron, technically Beth’s cat but half the time you wouldn’t know it; hopefully Beth would remember that cats needed food and water once in a while. Then she was thinking about her fluffy white kitty who’d disappeared soon after Mama had died and she’d always felt secretly guilty that she’d cried more for Snowball than for her mother, and, then, the cat with no eyes who’d come to her window one rainy night last spring.


  Almost midnight. Beth wasn’t home, which wasn’t unusual, and Valerie was restless, listening, that uncomfortable anticipation making it hard for her to sit still or concentrate on the stupid costume design that she was never in a million years going to get right.


  Lord Byron stretched on his back with his claws out against the cushion, ready to scratch whenever he chanced to bestir himself. Valerie muttered fondly, “Just keep those to yourself, dude,” but suddenly he gathered himself into a hyperalert, hunched position and stared off into space in that bizarre feline way, as if he could see things she never could, and flared his whiskers and his ears.


  There was scratching at the window across the room, claws insistent and tooth-itching down the pane. Valerie wasn’t exactly afraid; it would be hard for anybody to get up to their third-floor balcony. Which was what the girl about to be lunched in the thriller movie would be telling herself about now.


  Another scratch, and Lord Byron started emitting a low, spooky howl. He glided from the couch to the bookshelf, where he hunkered and stared, tail huge and swishing hard, looking about twice his normal size. “My hero,” she said to him.


  Then, as a car’s headlights hit the window, she saw the other cat. Gray like the city night, it wasn’t very big compared to Beth’s cat, but it stood on its hind legs and stretched, making itself look tall.


  Lord Byron was yowling in earnest now. “Hey, be kind to the homeless.” She would let the gray cat in just until the rain stopped; one cat was quite enough. With her hand on the window latch, she looked down at the intruder and recoiled. “Jesus.”


  The cat had no eyes. Its head was at her eye level and she met the sightless stare of its empty black sockets. It opened its toothed, pink mouth wide and unsheathed its claws on the other side of the pane. Lord Byron leaped against it, spraying pee everywhere. Valerie yelled and reached for him. He hissed and clawed, but she managed to pick him up and dump him in the bathroom, shutting the door on his infuriated howling.


  The eyeless cat was still outside, wanting in. She could hear it scratching on the glass and crying. She didn’t know what to do.


  Finally she called her father, realizing too late that she’d scare him calling at this hour. She didn’t expect him to do anything like come over and take charge, but maybe he could make her laugh or something and it wouldn’t seem so strange, so beyond her.


  He wasn’t home. She was mildly shocked. He was always home at night. She hung up without leaving a message. What would she say: “Daddy, there’s a cat and I need you?” Or maybe “Where the hell are you at this time of night?”


  Steeling herself to take care of this herself, she crossed gingerly to the balcony window and peered out into the pouring rain. The cat was gone.


  In the morning, when Beth came home, she said to Valerie, “Did Lord Byron get out last night?” Valerie was about to explain when Beth held out a pile of long brown feathers. “These were by our front door.”


  Valerie took them from her. They were too large for any of the little birds that flitted around this part of L.A., even pigeons. And she’d never seen a brown pigeon.


  “They look like fockin’ pterodactyl feathers,” Beth said.


  Valerie frowned. “Eagle, maybe. I can’t believe Lord Byron could have caught a bird this size.” Even though the weird eyeless cat had been smaller than Byron, it somehow seemed plausible that it could have been the predator. She didn’t tell Beth about the cat, just put the long brown feathers on a shelf where, she assumed, they still were. She never told her dad.


  Tired of obsessing, Valerie instead puzzled over how to make all this stuff work cinematically. She was unpleasantly taken aback by how much she, a third-year film major, didn’t know about making films.


  Flashback, she decided, and calling it that allowed her to follow another memory, which was pulling her hard. She settled her hands more firmly on the wheel, turned off the radio, and let the flashback roll.


  She switched on the radio and it blared. “¡Numero uno! ¡La canción mas popular de hoy!” She gripped the wheel and hunched forward, every muscle clenched.


  Then suddenly she couldn’t stand the radio a second longer. She punched it off and pushed in her new cassette, oddly calmed by the nasty, sexy, fucked-by-the-devil cut, picked up in the middle of some truly demonic riffs. Because she had to, she aimed the Subaru down the long, black highway, past dirt and scrub and billboards pitted by sand, in the faded unmagical light.


  2


  Different lighting, creating different impressions, different implications, different illusions. Were they the same for everybody?


  Variations in pacing, suggesting anxiety, say, or passion, or languor. But how did you, as director, know which suggested which?


  Different ways of blocking the actors: a middle-aged man, blond beard, blond hair thinning on top, muscular arms and shoulders on an otherwise medium frame, dark blue eyes. A similarly blue-eyed young woman with very blond hair who looked, Valerie decided, strong and determined and capable.


  POV SHOT, INTERIOR CAR


  —THE DAUGHTER, seventeen years old, strains forward in the passenger seat toward windows that reflect her own worried face but don’t let her see through. She’s calling out the names of off-ramps because she and THE FATHER are desperate to find a place to stay. It’s a very late, very black, and empty desert night, raining almost unbelievably hard, and they’re both a little scared.


  MASTER SHOT


  —Shot effaces of father and daughter [How would the father’s face look?]


  CLOSE-UP


  —“King’s Highway!” the daughter shouts—triumphantly, because they saw a billboard miles back that promised a Best Western on that road. She taps her toes on the dash, happy feet, as they swerve past large orange barrels made of plastic, dotted with reflectors, and other cars frantic in the heavy rains.


  Her father grins, though he hasn’t taken his eyes off the road. “Good job, Valley!”


  EXTREME CLOSE-UP


  —Shot of the girl grimacing fondly, rolling her eyes. Sometimes he even calls her “Valley Girl.” It is so disgusting.


  MASTER SHOT [AND CONTINUE]


  —Off the freeway, into the pitch night, no other car following. A steep, downward slope, and suddenly they are looking into a rush of brown water beyond the headlights of their rental car and the road that angles upward on the other side.


  “Well,” he says, downshifting, “an arroyo full of water. A flash flood. Just the thing to make our desert vacation something to write home about.


  The daughter is not amused. He isn’t either, really. He’s worried, trying to make light of it for her but only making it worse. He has on his L.A. Raiders cap and the denim jacket his daughter bought him for his birthday.


  They both stare at the rushing water flooding from underneath the freeway. The camera stares, too. Above the father’s head, on the main thoroughfare, the orange detour buckets flash and cars rush by in lightning claps. From the daughter’s POV, the camera looks at the road behind them, dangerously steep, and the torrents of rain that splash in their taillights.


  “What a damn fool thing,” he mutters. “Why on earth did they put an exit here?


  The hairs stand up on the nape of her neck. He can’t be thinking of going across. The water is rushing in front of the truck, flashing and storming past, shifting in the headlights, rising.


  “We could back up,” she says hopefully. They sit in silence.


  “It’s too steep,” he says finally. “We’d slide back down.” But she knows that’s not really all of it. He wants to try it.


  A truck turns off the freeway and lumbers behind them, beams high. It slows, engines rumbling, a large black presence. Pulsating music, the impression of potential danger; in Los Angeles, the appearance of another motorist in an otherwise deserted place is not comforting.


  It hums behind them. Valerie squints nervously. She can’t see through the truck’s windshield and she thinks of all the sunglasses in Los Angeles that you can’t see through, either.


  A flash of lightning seems to just miss the truck, and Valerie utters a soft cry. The strobe-like light briefly illuminates the interior like eyes opening, just a quick burst: two people in the cab.


  Valerie blinks as globes of yellow light swim in front of her, remaining in her field of vision even after she closes her eyes. Then they are green—they were never yellow, were they?—and she feels for, and finds, her father’s shoulder.


  He gives her a pat. “Don’t be frightened, baby. We have four-wheel drive.”


  “Do we have scuba gear?” she retorts.


  He manages another chuckle. “It’s not that deep.


  Yes, yes it is, and she can’t believe he doesn’t know it. She shifts around and looks at the rain and the rushing water. Iridescent green globules, like rubbery bubbles with fireworks going off inside them, dance in the air and the water.


  The truck behind them sits solid and black.


  “He’s waiting,” her dad says. He shrugs, guns the engine, and the car shoots forward. Valerie cries out again and puts her feet squarely on the floor. “We get flooded, we’re in trouble,” he says. He smiles at her. “But not bad trouble.”


  The truck honks its horn. Its headlights flash off, flash on. It approaches slowly, rumbling in the thunder.


  “Hold your horses, for chrissake.” Valerie’s father depresses the gas pedal without letting his other foot off the clutch. Revs the engine. People die doing things like this. They could wash away. Flash floods in New Mexico; Valerie has read about them. There were warning signs on the highway but she doesn’t think he saw them.


  The truck honks again, blinks its headlights again. Valerie watches in the rearview mirror as a hand extends from the driver’s side and waves at them.


  “I think he wants to talk to me,” her father mutters.


  “Or shoot you.”


  “We’re not in L.A., honey.” He’s trying to joke, but she’s terrified. More seriously, he says, “Stay in the car,” opens his door, and clambers out. The water hits him below his knee and he shouts, flailing at the door for purchase. “Shit!


  “Daddy!”


  “Stay in the car!”


  Fearfully she watches him slog through the water. He’s being so stupid. It has occurred to her over the years that something terrible could happen to him just as it did to her mother; once tragedy has befallen you, you know you are vulnerable to it, and that can make you shaky, make you long for something to hold onto.


  “Whoa!” her father shouts, and staggers to the left, to the right. Ludicrously she wants to giggle, wants to believe he’s playing. He falls backward.


  “Daddy!” She opens her door and jumps out of the car.


  Now the sky is completely dark. No lightning, no bouncing green light. She can see nothing as she wades through the black water with her hands in front of her, calling for him. She should see the beams, she thinks, but she can’t. She sees nothing.


  “Daddy!” she calls again, as afraid for herself now as for him.


  Then she falls, face forward, and smashes into the water, which is colder than it felt around her legs and feet. Her hands dig for the bottom and find nothing but more water. There’s no breath in her lungs; she hears herself whimpering as she struggles. Impossible, impossible, it’s only a ditch. Her lungs are bursting. The whimpering has become an undulating wail—perversely she obsesses briefly on another word she can’t quite think of and then thinks of: ululating, and she begins to doubt that it’s coming from inside her; it’s outside, it’s the rain or the wind or someone else sobbing because she, Valerie
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