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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


For the sake of atmosphere and convenience, I have taken a number of liberties with the San Fernando Valley, not the least of which is my grossly inaccurate depiction of its sewer system.


Some of the places of business mentioned actually exist, but, like Dangerous Visions Bookstore, not necessarily in the locations given. Valley High School and the Calvary Youth do not exist and never have. However, while the Laurel Teen Center is fictitious, it is not entirely imaginary; hundreds, perhaps thousands, of similar institutions are currently in operation and doing bang-up business throughout the country.









PART I


The Last Saturday Night of Summer









One


September 3


As daylight faded over the muggy San Fernando Valley the dirty brown of the smog in the sky was deceptively hidden by the soft blood-blister pastels of sunset.


It had been one of the hottest and most humid summers in recent memory. Temperatures and humidity levels reached record highs in the Valley, and Los Angeles residents, normally willing to venture over the hill for one reason or another, took to avoiding the Valley completely.


Three deaths were blamed on the heat: two elderly patients in a small Canoga Park nursing home in which the air conditioner had broken down, and a postman in Sherman Oaks who had been less than a week short of retirement.


The bright, stylish clothes of Valley teenagers, usually spotless and perfectly in place, wrinkled easily and were blotched with perspiration as the kids paraded through the malls and up and down the boulevards. The most-voiced complaints among teenage girls that summer concerned the damage done to their hair and makeup by the insufferable humidity.


Cars overheated on short trips to the market, and fast food drive-up windows attracted interminably long lines of afternoon drivers in need of a cold drink.


Those without air conditioners sacrificed a few nights out each month so they could afford to rent them; those with air conditioners did the same so they could afford to repair them when they burned out from overuse.


Two women were arrested for tearing each other’s clothes off in a fight over who was first in line at the Frostee Freeze on Lankershim Boulevard.


A widower in Sylmar came home from work one afternoon in July to find that his fifteen-year-old daughter had baked some cookies, raising the temperature in the apartment; he caved in her forehead with a rolling pin.


Children did not go out to play in the afternoon, and dogs did not chase cars.


Sirens were the carols of the season day and night.


But the long summer was nearing its close.


It would end officially after the Labor Day weekend when school began and department store windows displayed their new lines of fall clothing.


On this Saturday evening, as shadows lengthened and the smog slowly lost its facade, clouds began to roll in. There were only a few at first, separated by large patches of gray-blue sky, but they were fat with dark undersides. As they crept over the Valley, low and sluggish, they gathered together, slowly closing the spaces between them.


Deejays on local radio stations announced the unexpected cover of clouds over the Valley with a fanfare one might expect to accompany the arrival of royalty; they played songs about rain and dusted off their sound-effects records to play the rumbling of thunder and the spattering of rain.


As the night darkened and the cloud cover thickened, acne-prone young people began to cruise the boulevard with rain songs pounding from their car stereos.


Nightclubs that catered exclusively to teenagers geared up for a night of heavy traffic, knowing that the last Saturday night before the beginning of a new school year—especially if it cooled off and rained—would be a busy one.


The fat, dark clouds blocked the starlight and glowed with soft swirls of color from the lights of the Valley. They stopped their crawl across the sky and remained, hovering over the Valley like an enormous, fragmented, cottony ghost.


But it did not rain….









Two


Jeff Carr blanched at the heat when he stepped out of the Studio City Theater on Ventura Boulevard. The moist air clung to his flesh like honey.


The movie was not over, but he didn’t care how it ended. He hadn’t really wanted to see it; he’d just come along with the others because his sister Mallory had picked it, and he wanted Mallory to enjoy herself tonight.


To the left of the theater entrance was a small group of conservatively dressed teenagers. The boys wore ties and dress shirts with the sleeves rolled up and dark slacks with perfect creases down the legs. All the girls wore knee-length skirts and loose-fitting tops, some with buttons down the front, fastened all the way up to the throat. Each of the eight group members carried a stack of pamphlets and wore a button with calvary youth printed below a stylized cross. They were all smiling pleasantly.


Standing in the middle of the group was a wiry blond man in his fifties. He wore a dark suit, and there were sweat stains on the collar of his white shirt. Beneath the light of the marquee his cheeks looked hollow, and below his brows were deep caves of shadow. He carried a Bible under his left arm and he smiled at Jeff with a birdlike tilt of his head.


Jeff turned away from him. He’d seen them before, the Calvary Youth. They waited outside theaters and nightclubs, places where high school students gathered, dressed like Sunday school teachers, trying to recruit a few more souls for the Lord’s work.


He walked to the curb and slipped his fingers into the back pockets of his baggy white pants, watching the traffic. The boulevard was backed up from the intersection of Ventura and Laurel Canyon, and the smell of exhaust was heavy in the air. Music blasted from open car windows and clashed, sounding like construction work. Looking up past the lights of the street, Jeff saw that the clouds that had rolled in earlier were still there.


“Some clouds,” he muttered disgustedly, turning away from the street.


“Hey, Jeffy!”


He looked back at the line of cars and saw Larry Caine standing up in the back seat of a red Rabbit convertible, waving a hand over his blond head. He wore a yellow muscle shirt that showed his hard, tanned arms. There was one other guy in the car and a bunch of girls. Figured.


“Where is everybody?” Larry asked.


Jeff gestured over his shoulder toward the theater.


“Your sister, too?”


Jeff nodded.


“I thought she was going out with Kevin tonight.”


“He stood her up.”


“Yeah?” Larry flashed a pleased, straight-toothed grin. Jeff hated him, knowing what was going on behind those bright blue eyes. The light at the intersection changed, and the cars began to move. Nodding, Larry said, “Well, bring her over to Fantazm later and we’ll show her a good time.” He waved again, then sat down as the car moved on, putting his arm around one of the girls.


Jeff walked away from the curb and leaned against the wall of the theater.


Larry Caine had been after Mallory for months, but she wasn’t interested—something Larry found rather confusing, Jeff was sure. Mallory had been seeing Kevin Donahue for the last month or so, probably a source of further confusion for Larry. Why would Mallory ignore the sun-bronzed physique and movie-star smile of Larry Caine in favor of a scrawny, sneering punk like Kevin Donahue?


Jeff didn’t know the answer to that question either, but as much as he despised Larry, and as much as he enjoyed seeing the puzzlement in Larry’s eyes each time Mallory turned away from him, he would rather have his younger sister spend time with him instead of someone like Donahue.


Normally, Larry would not take such rejection quietly, without performing what he seemed to consider some sort of mating dance. He and his grunting entourage of bench pressers would begin to frequent places where Donahue hung out. They would talk to one another in booming voices, making sure Donahue could hear them as they made profane remarks about his clothes or his jewelry or his black scraggly hair that sometimes shone with a hint of grease when he went a few days without bathing. If that got no reaction, they would direct their insults to Donahue until he made a move. Then they would probably take him outside and beat him senseless. That’s what they would normally do. But they didn’t.


Because they were afraid. And with good reason.


Kevin Donahue and his friends would fight back without hesitation. They wouldn’t use their fists because, like Donahue, most of them were very skinny and rather pale. They would use knives and clubs and—Jeff wasn’t positive, but he suspected—guns.


Larry Cairte was not smart by most standards, but he wasn’t stupid; Jeff was sure he was willing to let a girl, maybe even a couple girls, slip through his fingers to avoid that kind of trouble.


Mallory was fifteen, a year younger than Jeff, and Donahue was her first real boyfriend. She’d dated a guy named Rich for a couple weeks the previous spring, but she hadn’t slept with him. Jeff knew it was different with Donahue. Mallory had not actually told him, but he could tell.


Their mother knew Mallory was seeing Donahue, but she didn’t know anything about what kind of guy he was, nor did she know how serious it had become. She and Mallory weren’t talking much these days—their conversations had been fluctuating between flat, polite exchanges and icy periods of silence, occasionally punctuated with a brief time of reconciliation, ever since Dad had left two years ago—and Jeff didn’t think it was his place to tell her anything.


“Don’t worry about it,” Mom had told him over breakfast when he had skirted the subject of Mallory and Donahue a few days earlier. “She’ll get tired of that crowd and find another one. I swear,” she’d said, ruffling his hair and giving him a smile that seemed wearier than it had two years ago, “you almost sound jealous of your little sister!”


No, Jeff told himself, flattening his palms against the warm cement wall behind him, not jealous, really. Just… worried.


But he knew better.


When Donahue had stood Mallory up earlier that evening, Jeff had decided to get her out of the apartment, cheer her up a little, and, if he thought it was appropriate, maybe talk with her about Donahue. He didn’t want to sound naggy about it, but it probably wouldn’t hurt to drop a few words of caution.


He knew what her reaction would be. She would smile softly, put her hand on his, and say something like, “My knight in shining armor. Are you going to follow me through life, fighting for my honor?”


Jeff fidgeted against the wall, looking down at the sidewalk. He wasn’t about to fight for anything. He was far from the fighting type. His arms and legs were long and skinny. He had never been any good in sports, mostly because he had never been interested in them—something his father had always resented. Jeff was all too aware of the fact that what he lacked in build he did not make up for in looks. He had straight, light brown hair and a few freckles on his cheeks; he wore tan tortoise-shell-framed glasses for his astigmatism, and, worst of all, he had crooked teeth.


“Even if we had enough money to afford braces for your teeth,” his father had told him a few years ago, “there are plenty more important things to spend it on.” He’d said it in that clipped way he had of making everything sound trivial and annoying. “It’d be cheaper if you just didn’t smile as much.”


Jeff lifted his head and watched a laughing couple walk by, noticing how the girl’s body moved in sync with the guy’s, the way they touched one another at just the right times and in the right places with no clumsy fumbling or bumping. The guy slipped his arm around her waist as he leaned over to say something, and she propped her elbow on his shoulder for a moment, listening; she tossed her head back and laughed, they parted a moment, then she slid her hand beneath his shirttails and tucked her fingers into his back pocket.


It amazed Jeff the way most people were able to be couples so well, as if they had practiced a lot or taken a course. Maybe they were teaching that over at Northridge now. Summer classes. Introductory Being Together—Learn to move right and look good as a couple. You can’t be it if you can’t do it!


Jeff tried to force a smile, but the thought just didn’t seem funny.


“When’re you gonna get yourself a girlfriend, Jeffy?” Brad Kreisler had asked him a few days ago, thumbing through a Playboy at the Van Nuys newsstand.


“I check the papers every day for sales,” Jeff replied, scanning the shelves of magazines.


“Well, pretty soon people are gonna start thinking you’re a floater. You want people to think you’re a floater, Jeffy?”


Jeff hated being called “Jeffy.” “You know it’s what I live for, Brad.”


“Smartass,” Brad laughed. “What about that girl who works at the Cookie Jar? In the Galleria. Lily something? You two seem to get along. Why don’t you go for it?”


Jeff said nothing.


“Well, you know, if you keep hanging around with your sister”—Brad replaced the magazine and held out a hand, palm down, tilting it back and forth—“people are gonna think something funny’s going on.”


If you keep hanging around with your sister… keep hanging around with your sister… hanging around with your—


The theater doors opened, and the crowd spilled out onto the sidewalk, most of them grumbling about the movie. As Jeff stepped away from the wall he heard Brad Kreisler’s voice rise above the others.


“Whatta shitty movie!” he barked, taking his pack of Yves St. Laurents from one of the big pockets of his blue shorts and lighting up. “And where’s the fuckin’ rain? I thought it was gonna rain!”


“I wanna go back to Oregon,” Bobbi Cheever whined, brushing plump fingers through her short, orange-tinted hair as she shouldered through the crowd. “It’s cooler, and I think the movies are better.”


“Yeah,” Nick Frazier said, a step behind her, “but you’d have to stop shaving your legs again.”


“Fuck off and die, Nick!” she snapped.


They had been fighting all week, and Jeff figured they would break up before school started on Tuesday.


“Where’s Mallory and Tina?” Jeff asked.


Brad jerked his head back toward the theater, tossing his red curls, and said, “Bathroom.”


The sidewalk became congested as the theater emptied, and the Bible-carrying man in the suit stepped forward. Still smiling, he gently touched his fingertips to the perfectly straight part in his hair and said loudly, “Friends, just as this long and miserable summer is coming to an end, so is the long and miserable existence of this sin-sick planet. Every headline and every newscast is a road sign, and our journey is almost over. Our Lord Jesus Christ is preparing for His return, and He wants all of us to be ready, friends, all of us.”


A boy in bermuda shorts and a torn T-shirt shouted over his shoulder as he walked away from the theater, “I’m not your fucking friend!”


Jeff glanced at the preacher; the man blinked as perspiration trickled down his forehead, but his smile did not waver.


“My name is Reverend James Bainbridge,” he went on, holding up his Bible, “and these young people are the Calvary Youth. They have been set free by the Truth, friends—free of the addiction to drugs, free of the deceptive promise of sex and the seductive beat of rock and roll. They’ve brought that Truth to you tonight.”


He nodded without turning from the crowd, and, in unison, the Calvary Youth stripped the rubber bands from their stacks and began passing out the pamphlets. Most of the crowd ignored them.


A small hand came to rest on Jeff’s shoulder, and he turned to Mallory. “I think I’d like to go home now, Jeff,” she said quietly, the glaring light from above softened as it was reflected in her golden hair.


“Why don’t you come down to Tiny’s with us for a bite to eat?” he said. “You haven’t eaten anything all day.”


“I don’t think so.” She had a tight look around her brown eyes, as if there were a pebble in her shoe or something. That look always made Jeff want to take her hand.


“C’mon, just for a while. Then, if you want to go, I’ll take you home.”


She shrugged indifferently.


Tina Shephard came out behind Mallory and went to Brad’s side, snaking a thin arm around his waist.


“We going to Tiny’s?” she asked.


“Yeah,” Jeff said, putting his hand on the back of Mallory’s neck and squeezing encouragingly.


“… don’t have much time,” Reverend Bainbridge said, his voice fuller than before, the Bible held high over his head. “The Bible says He will come like a thief in the night, and our world is now in its darkest night! Just look around you, friends, and what do you see?”


“Nocturnal emissionaries!” Someone laughed.


Brad took Tina’s hand, and they led the way down the walk to Tiny Naylor’s. Bobbi and Nick walked with a couple feet of cold space between them.


“I really don’t want to stay very long,” Mallory said. “If you want, I can walk home.”


“No, I’ll take you.” Jeff had to slow his pace so he wouldn’t leave her behind. “I just thought if’d be better than hanging around the apartment.”


“… bled on the cross for our sins…” Reverend Bain-bridge droned on, his voice fading behind them.


“Yeah,” Mallory smiled up at Jeff. “I guess so.”


She stopped.


Her smile fell away.


Jeff stood beside her, frowning, although he wasn’t sure why. He looked ahead at the others; they had stopped, too, and were looking around.


Despite the sounds of the traffic, the boulevard suddenly seemed quiet, and everything around him seemed to slow to a liquidy, dreamlike crawl. There was a low, almost imperceptible buzz in Jeff’s head, as if the roots of his crooked teeth were vibrating. The skin on his back tingled as a gentle balmy breeze began to blow, and when Jeff looked back at the Calvary Youth, he saw them standing oddly still as the pamphlets slipped from their soap-scrubbed hands and skittered down the sidewalk.


The stragglers still coming from the theater slowed and looked around at the dazed teenagers.


Reverend Bainbridge paused, lowering his Bible hand, and then raised it again, speaking even louder than before, trying to regain what little attention he’d had.


“There will come a time of trouble as no man has known before, my friends, and that time has already started,” he said. “The clock is ticking and… and…” He leaned toward one of the young women who had dropped her pamphlets and was slowly turning her eyes upward. “Pick them up!” he hissed.


She did not respond.


Mallory tilted her head back.


So did Nick and Bobbi, Tina and Brad.


And the Calvary Youth.


Jeff looked up past the lights and the buildings to the dark and cloudy sky and saw nothing.


There was a break in the clouds, a narrow, crooked opening, like a crack in a giant plaster ceiling. Something flickered. Jeff couldn’t tell if the flickering was in the clouds or somewhere deep inside his head, way behind his eyes.


He squinted, shaking his head.


A plane, maybe? he thought. The Burbank Airport was nearby, and planes flew over all the time, their lights blinking.


A shriek came from the group of young Christians, and a girl squealed, “It’s near! It’s coming! The end is coming!”


Lightning, he thought, craning his head forward. But when he closed his eyes for a moment, the flickering seemed to continue.


“The Holy Spirit is here, my friends!” Reverend Bainbridge shouted. “These young people have been moved by the Holy Spirit to come to you tonight—”


Eyes open again, Jeff thought, It probably is lightning, and it’s finally going to rain, and I wish that guy would shut up!


“—not by personal gain, not by pride—”


Maybe the rain will make Mallory feel better, and then maybe, then maybe this guy would shut the fuck up because—


“—or a need for recognition, but by the soft murmurs of the voice of God Himself!”


—because there is no God; if there was a God, there wouldn’t be any heat waves, and—


“They are here because they live in fear for the souls of their friends, their families, and the souls of each and every one of you!”


The voice faded a bit and, in the edges of his vision as he looked upward, Jeff thought he noticed a dimming in the lights of the boulevard—


Maybe… maybe it’s a helicopter or—


—and a cold hand slid into his brain and began to rummage around.


—or assholes like my father, there wouldn‘t be any of those if there was a God, and there wouldn’t be any slutty sisters, no slutty sisters with revolving doors between their—


Jeff’s head jerked back suddenly as if dodging a swinging fist. His eyes stretched open wide, still on the sky but seeing, for a heartbeat, his sister’s warm smile. Guilt sliced through his chest like a just-sharpened razor.


Then it was gone.


The clouds were dark.


A car horn honked as the traffic slowed for another red light.


Jeff turned to see the Calvary Youth slowly moving about, picking up their scattered literature; one of the girls was on her knees, bent forward, her hands clasped before her face, rocking back and forth as she mumbled frantically into her hands. One of the pamphlets whispered over the cement and came to rest at Jeff’s feet as the breeze gently backed off.


“… Spirit is speaking to you through these young people, my friends,” Bainbridge was saying, pointing to the girl with his Bible, “for a little child shall lead them, and if you ignore the Word…”


Jeff looked at Mallory; she was still staring at the sky. Her mouth was open and her brow was creased, but it was more a look of wonder than a troubled frown.


She whispered, “Did… you… see something?”


Jeff looked up again. Nothing but clouds and darkness. A knot had tied itself in his stomach, and a dull ache was coming up in his head, like mud from the bottom of a stirred-up pond. His hands were trembling, and he wasn’t sure why.


The others were moving haltingly toward Tiny Naylor’s; they took a few steps, stopped, looked up; Brad shook his head, Tina folded her arms across her breasts, Bobbi grumbled something, and they moved on.


“No,” Jeff said, his mouth dry. “I didn’t see anything. Come on.” He took her elbow and led her toward the restaurant.


He suddenly felt as if he had lied to his sister. But he hadn’t; there had been nothing to see. Nothing.


And although it was a hot, damp night, he suddenly felt a chill….









Three


A few minutes before Jeff Carr walked out of the Studio City Theater, his mother, Erin, was holding the head of a fat man between her hands, pressing her thumbs down hard on his eyes. His smiling mouth opened and closed when she tugged the string she’d threaded through the small hole in the top of his skull.


The arms of his headless body dangled limply as she lifted it from the table and attached the head. Pushing her chair back, Erin stood and lifted the T-shaped handle to which the little man’s strings were attached. She carried him to the full-length mirror on the broom closet door and lowered him until his feet touched the floor. Manipulating the strings with her fingertips, Erin made his arms move up and down, then close together in an embrace; smiling, she put him through a gentlemanly bow, a little of the old soft shoe, a belly-jiggling laugh—and his left eye popped off.


“Shit!”


Bending down, Erin plucked the staring eye from the carpet with thumb and forefinger and returned to the kitchen table with a sigh.


She had been working on Mr. Spiropolous for days, and he had to be ready by noon tomorrow. First his jaw had been loose, then his head wouldn’t nod. Next his belly didn’t jiggle properly—now the eyes were popping off.


Fine, she thought, so I’ll be up awhile longer.


She probably couldn’t sleep anyway, hot as it was. Her temples were damp with perspiration, and her salmon-pink top, though light and sleeveless, was spotted here and there. She could only afford to run the air conditioner during the day, when the heat was at its worst. At night she opened the doors and windows and hoped for a breeze; mostly she got flies.


Erin poured herself a glass of ice water and took it out on the patio.


It wasn’t a patio, really, just a small rectangular space, a folding chair, a waist-high wooden railing with a window box on it. But it was all the patio she needed.


She touched the cold water glass to her forehead and rolled it back and forth. It left beads of cool moisture on her skin; she didn’t wipe them off. Leaning back on the rail, she looked through the sliding screen door at the round and lifeless form of Mr. Spiropolous and smiled a little, pleased with the little man, even though he wasn’t holding together just yet.


Erin had been holding three jobs for almost two years; one of them paid better than making puppets, but neither of them made her feel as good as she felt when a puppet was finished and she had transformed an assortment of cloth and screws and hinges and a few pieces of wood into a little person. Some were better than others, but they all gave her a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction that she didn’t get from her other jobs. She would gladly devote all of her time to making puppets and drop the other work, but two kids, rent, utilities, and a dozen other expenses kept her from it.


When Ronald left, he had taken not only the television set, the VCR, and the car, but also the only income Erin, Jeff, and Mallory had. The three of them had moved into this smaller apartment in North Hollywood, and Erin had immediately taken an old friend, Kyla Reilly, up on a long-standing offer.


When Mallory was a baby, Erin had made a few dolls. Erin’s friend Kyla saw them one day and had gasped enthusiastically.


“Erin! These are beautiful! I didn’t know you did this. These are gorgeous! You should make puppets for the theater! We could pay you. Not much, but we could pay you something.”


At that time, Kyla had been working nights as a stripper at the Playland Bar in Van Nuys. During the day, she and a couple friends ran the Holiday Puppet Theater. Parents hired them to perform at their children’s birthday parties and at Halloween and Christmas parties. Kyla started the business with a great deal of doubt, but it had been more successful than she’d expected. Despite the growth of the Holiday Puppet Theater, Erin continued to turn down Kyla’s offers.


When Ronald left, Erin not only started making puppets for Kyla but took a job as a stripper at the Playland. Not long after that, Kyla gave up stripping in order to satisfy the growing demand for the Holiday Puppet Theater throughout the Valley and Los Angeles and even rented a small building in which to give regular afternoon performances during the summer.


The pay for Erin’s puppets was minimal, to say the least, so she was still working nights at the Playland. She wasn’t crazy about it, but if the men who gathered there were willing to give her ridiculously large tips for getting on stage and taking her shirt off, she wasn’t going to deprive them of whatever fun they managed to derive from grabbing their crotches and making loud zoo noises.


She worked seven-hour shifts four nights a week, and so far she had managed to keep it from Jeff and Mallory. They thought she was waiting cocktails. Although Erin did spend half her time at the bar waitressing, she was uncomfortable with the untruth. She didn’t like keeping things from them, but she’d like it less if they knew she was stripping.


Jeff would… well, Erin wasn’t sure what Jeff would do. He was a sensitive boy. No—young man. Jeff had passed up boy some time ago. His initial reaction would probably not be strong, but she suspected that something—maybe something within Jeff, maybe something between them, maybe both—would change. She didn’t want that. Jeff was much too important to her; she needed him too much.


Mallory, on the other hand…


Oh, wouldn’t Mallory be tickled pink to find out, Erin thought, wincing at the bitterness of the words as they were spoken in her mind.


No. She wouldn’t do that, wouldn’t be that way. It was true, Mallory would be pleased because it would, in Mallory’s eyes, confirm everything she thought of Erin. But Erin didn’t want to handle it with bitterness. She was biding her time, knowing that, once Mallory had grown a bit and was able to see things from a different angle—like how some husbands don’t just leave their wives, they leave their kids, their whole lives behind, not because the little woman burns the roast or doesn’t particularly enjoy performing fellatio, but simply because they want to leave, goddammit!—once that happened, things would change between them.


She hoped for that, anyway.


Erin finished the ice water and stretched her arms and legs, twisting around till her spine cracked like distant gunshots. She hadn’t gone for her regular swim in a couple days, and she was getting stiff.


Tomorrow, she thought, looking up at the rainless clouds. I’ll go for a swim tomorrow, right after delivering the puppets.


At thirty-seven, she was in good shape; not too tall, but very trim, with a minimum of noticeable lines on her face and, so far, no sign of gray in her long auburn hair. She had no trouble with aging, but the management of the Playland Bar did. It wasn’t the most respected of jobs, but it paid very well, thank you, and it was better than nothing, which was what she was afraid she’d have otherwise. She hadn’t finished school, had no skills, and couldn’t afford the time it would take to go back to school and learn to do something.


When her mother called from Michigan twice every week, she always asked Erin, “So, are you still making those dolls?”


“Puppets, Mom. Marionettes. Little people with strings?”


“I know what they are, I just don’t understand how anyone can possibly support two teenagers by—”


“Mom. Please. We’re okay. Really. We’re o… kay.”


It made her feel good to say that and mean it. They were okay. They weren’t great, things got tough sometimes, but they really were okay.


As she went back into the apartment Erin thought, But we would be a lot better if things were different with Mallory….


She went into the living room, turned on the radio, and found a station that was playing something old and easy. Humming along with the music, she was about to return to Mr. Spiropolous’s eyes when the phone rang.


Erin looked at the clock on the stereo; it was after eleven. She’d forgotten she was on call tonight.


Job number three.


“Hello?”


“Bunny?”


“Yes.”


“Pen and paper?”


“Mm-hm.”


“George would like you to call him back at eight-one-eight, seven-five-nine, sixty-one, sixty-one.”


“Okay. What’s he want?”


“The standard.”


Erin had heard about Fantasy Line Phone Sex from Jess, her boss at Playland. She’d needed extra money to buy Mallory some new clothes and supplies for school. Jeff had a job at a bookstore in Sherman Oaks and pretty much took care of himself, God bless him.


She’d taken the job only two weeks ago and had no intention of keeping it much longer. It was a good way to make some quick cash, though. She was on call from twelve to four three nights a week and got fifteen dollars for each twenty-minute call. Not bad, especially considering most of them took much less than twenty minutes.


Erin carried the phone from its stand by the kitchen door to her bedroom. She closed the door in case the kids came home, sat on her bed, and dialed George’s number.


“Hello?” It was a young male voice.


“Hello, is this George?”


“Yeah.”


“Hi, George. This is Bunny. How are you?”


“I’m, oh, I’m fine.” Very young. Probably underage. “So, your name is Bunny, huh?”


Erin heard a chorus of stifled laughs; someone hissed, “Bunny?” She knew immediately. It was a bunch of high school kids having a little fun. Probably charging it to Dad’s credit card. And, Erin liked to imagine, after Dad sees the bill, he and Mom have a little talk with Junior and ask how dare he call such filthy numbers on their phone, and Junior smiles and says, “I didn’t think you‘d mind, Dad, I found the number in your wallet.”


“That’s right, George,” she said, smiling at her little scenario. “What are you up to tonight, hmm?”


“Oh, not much. Just kinda hanging out, y’know?”


“Sounds like you’ve got company. Having a little party, George?”


“Well, yeah, I guess.” George swallowed a giggle.


“Guess they’ll just have to take care of themselves tonight, huh, George? What do you want to talk about?”


“Urn, I guess about you.”


“’About you’?” someone in the background croaked. “Tell her to suck your fat one, dude! Sheezis.”


“Okay,” Erin said, trying not to laugh, too. “You want to know what Fni wearing, George?”


“Yeah.”


“I hope you like lace, because I’m wearing a lace bra. Black lace. You can almost see my nipples through it. If I touch them and make them hard, maybe… you want me to do that, George?”


“Yeah, touch ‘em.”


“Touch ‘em?” someone rasped.


“Radical!” another said.


One of them guffawed.


The voices were suddenly silent.


Erin pressed the receiver a bit harder to her ear because she couldn’t even hear George’s breathing anymore.


One of the boys said quietly, “What… was that?”


Another: “Did the lights just… dim?”


Their voices were so hushed that Erin frowned and sat up a bit straighter on the bed.


“Something’s…” George said, swallowing hard, “something’s over…”


Erin’s grip tightened on the phone, and for some reason it suddenly occurred to her that she had left the sliding glass door open, the front door, too, and all the windows….


“George,” she finally said, “is anything wrong?”


George said, “Something’s… over the… house….”


The receiver clattered to a hard surface, and the pinched sound of hurried movements came through the earpiece: thumping feet and bumped furniture. No voices; they were silent.


“Hello?” Erin said, her phone voice gone; she sounded timid.


There was no reply.


Her next thought entered her head like a bullet, with such suddenness and ferocity that for a brief instant she thought she was having a heart attack and clutched her chest with one hand, sucking air into her lungs:


Sweet Jesus, something’s happened to the kids.


The receiver slipped from her hand as she shot from the bed and out of the room, not really sure where she was going, just needing to move, just move because a snake had just crawled through the middle of her; that’s what it had felt like, a snake.


She went to the patio with visions of mangled cars and fractured bones jutting through torn flesh. Leaning both hands on the railing, she took deep, slow breaths, thinking, Please, God, let them be all right, let them both be all right, they’re all I’ve got, please…


Erin thought she should probably call somebody because something—she didn’t know what, but something—had just happened to her—anxiety, maybe?—that was making her think stupid things and scare herself. She would call someone and just talk, that’s all, she just needed to… but she’d already called George….


Her thoughts took on a hazy glow for a moment, and she felt vaguely confused.


Something’s… over the…. house, George had said.


Erin looked up at the sky.


Nothing.


When she went back in the bedroom and lifted the receiver to her ear, she heard a dial tone and felt, for a second, as if she’d just bitten down on a lump of aluminum foil.


She hung up the phone and sat on the bed again. Her hands were still trembling.


Erin picked up the phone again and dialed Kyla’s number.


Just to talk…









Four


As Erin listened to the endless burring of Kyla’s telephone eleven teenagers came to a silent halt in the parking lot of Fantazm. A couple holding hands unlaced their fingers and stepped away from one another; two broad-shouldered guys, whose laughter had boomed across the lot as they got out of a big four-wheel-drive pickup truck, seemed to forget what had been so funny as they turned their eyes upward; their smiles melted away to frowns as their heads leaned back.


Kevin Donahue was sitting on his motorcycle surrounded by six of his friends—his only friends, really, not counting Mallory, and she was different—when the buzzing started. One of the guys—either Mark or Trevor (Kevin wasn’t sure because remembering had suddenly begun to feel like looking down the wrong end of a telescope)—had just asked him something about the band, something about getting a gig at Fantazm, and Kevin had been about to say… what had he been about to say?


Well, I’ve got this friend whose brother’s wife has a cousin who’s the booker here at Fantazm, Kevin thought, but even if he gets us in, we’ll just be playing for a bunch of goddamned even-tanned daddy-bought-its when what we really wanna do, I mean what we really fuckin’ wanna do, is blow this valley off the map, make this fuckin’ valley EAT METALLLL!


He shook off his screaming thoughts as he got off his motorcycle. At first he thought the buzzing was from the lights that were shining down in pools on the parking lot, but it seemed to be inside his head. He stepped away from his bike, slowly looking around at his friends and at the few others on their way into the club. They were all looking up, and it seemed perfectly natural to Kevin that they should be doing so. He did the same—


—and flashbulbs began going off in his skull, faster and faster until the flashbulbs became two blinking strobe lights, and the strobe lights became two piercing golden eyes, unblinking, searching, probing his mind, examining it like the eyes of a jeweler on a diamond.


Kevin didn’t realize he was walking farther away from his friends, crossing the parking lot with long, slow steps as he looked at the sky; neither did he notice the gentle, balmy breeze that was shifting his shaggy black hair. He kept his eyes on those clouds.


The wings in his head were gone, and he glimpsed Mallory’s face, her breasts, he heard his mother’s voice—


—can’t you be like your little brother, he’s only twelve and already he outshines you like you aren’t even there—


—saw his father slipping a stick of gum into his mouth to fight the urge to light a cigarette, not because he was worried about lung cancer or heart disease, but because “everybody at the office seems to be quitting—everyone in town, in fact.”


And he glimpsed their new car, that shiny fucking silver Mercedes Benz they’d just bought, not because they needed a new car, but because it was time to get a new one, every couple years without fail they bought a brand-new car, an expensive car, just so all their friends, all those doctors and directors and lawyers and producers, would know that they could, that they were af-fucking-fluent. Suddenly Kevin was filled with such tangible hate for them that it seemed if he leaned forward and vomited, it would all slap to the pavement in a steaming, viscous heap. But he didn’t do that. Instead, he pivoted, kicking up one foot until it connected with something—anything, he didn’t care what—and something cracked; he kicked again, still looking at the clouds, his teeth clenching hard now, burning in his gums, and something shattered, plinking in pieces to the ground.


And it was gone, all of it; the buzzing, the images that had been shooting in one side of his skull and out the other, the hate for his parents that, for a moment, had burned hotter than ever before. Gone, too, was whatever reason there had been for staring at the sky.


Kevin lowered his eyes and saw that the others were doing the same. He looked down and saw the frosty pieces of glass around his feet, saw the shattered headlight, and saw that it was attached to a brand-new shiny silver Mercedes Benz. No, it was silver only for an instant. It was really white.


Just like theirs, though, Kevin thought, the flames of his hate flaring up for a moment.


“Hey, Kevin,” Mark called.


They were walking toward him.


The couple was holding hands again, making their way to the entrance of Fantazm; the two guys from the pickup truck were going in, too, glancing nervously over their shoulders.


“The fuck you doing, dude?” Mark asked, closer now.


Kevin’s fists opened and closed at his sides. He didn’t know what he was doing or what had happened. He didn’t know… well, at the moment, he didn’t know much of anything. There were clouds in his head just like those in the sky; they weren’t moving, they were just sitting there making everything dark.


But he felt different. He felt as if… yeah, as if everything was okay, or was going to be okay. It had finally happened.


What’s happened? he thought, unable to find an answer.


It didn’t matter. Everything was going to be okay.


He took a wrinkled cigarette from the pack he kept tucked beneath the belt around his blue jeans, and, poking it between his lips, he said, “Let’s get the fuck outta here.”


“What?” Trevor snapped. “I thought you were gonna talk to the booker! Get us a gig!”


“Not tonight.”


“Why?”


Kevin left a swirling trail of smoke as he walked back to his bike, taking long strides.


“We don’t need him,” he replied.


“What?” Trevor stepped in front of Kevin, but the others remained behind. “I thought you knew the guy, you said you knew his brother-in-law and he could get us a gig here—I thought you wanted the band to play, man. Or are you just gonna keep talking about it and not do nothing?”


Another wave of anger swept through Kevin, and he bent down, slapped a hand to his boot, and, with a solid click, sliced the air in front of Trevor’s face with his switchblade.


Trevor held up both hands and backed up.


“Hey, no, no, okay, Kev, okay, you say we don’t need him, okay, man, but… we all wanna play, Kevin. You know?”


The anger fell away in an instant, and Kevin slowly lowered his knife, folding the blade back in and slipping it into his boot again, blinking with confusion. He took a long drag on his cigarette and went to his bike.


“Look,” he said, putting on his glossy black helmet, the dark visor raised, “we’re just… not ready yet, okay? We’ve gotta rehearse some more.”


“Not ready,” Trevor muttered angrily.


“That’s right, not ready. We don’t even have a fuckin’ name yet.” The bike started with an angry roar.


“Where you going?” Trevor asked.


Kevin slid his visor down. “I don’t know,” he replied as he drove away, putting behind him the arced neon sign that read fantazm.









Five


J. R. Haskell was torn from a peaceful dream of his dead sister with a scream lodged in his throat like a lumpy gob of phlegm and the echo of an unuttered cry in his head. He sat up in bed, his fists closed around clumps of the single sheet that was spread over him, his eyes wide, his chest filled with the feeling of something massive, enormous beyond his imagining, hurtling toward him, rushing over a vast distance at an incredible speed, leaving him nowhere to run, to hide, to find safety—


—then it was a memory.


He looked around his dark apartment, swallowing hard several times in succession; he knew that if his throat remained open for more than a second, his voice would tear from his chest in a desperate wail.


And he didn’t know why.


There were no unusual sounds; the fan in the window was whirring quietly, and the refrigerator was humming, but nothing more.


As he sat in bed the feeling disappeared quickly, like water being sucked down a drain. It left him weak, but wide-eyed and alert.


J.R. got out of bed and went to the window. The fan blew warm air from outside over his bare chest. He was disappointed to see that it had not rained. Leaning a hand on the windowsill, he looked over his shoulder at the bed again. Any sleepiness he’d felt was gone. With a sigh, he went to the kitchen in his undershorts, took a can of beer from the refrigerator, and popped the tab.


He leaned against the counter and stared at his bed through the kitchen door. He was anxious, that’s why he couldn’t sleep—because he was anxious about Tuesday.


“J.R. the high school counselor,” he muttered, lifting the beer in a toast to himself.


He’d taught English and literature for three years at Santa Rosa High School in Northern California but quickly grew tired of faculty politics and the tedium of paperwork, the tap dance to avoid this irate parent group or that messy lawsuit. He didn’t grow tired of the students, though; they were the reason he’d gone into education in the first place. He still wasn’t sure why he’d left Santa Rosa, though. He missed the crisp air and the green surroundings. The pay was better in Southern California, however, and he liked the school.


He wasn’t sure he was going to get the job at first. The principal, Mr. Booth, a round-faced man with thinning rusty-red hair, had seemed uncertain of J.R.’s ability to handle the job. Booth was a bit put off by the fact that this would be J.R.’s first counseling job, and although he tried to be as diplomatic as possible, he pointed out to J.R. that he seemed a little too soft-spoken and passive to hold a position of any authority.


J.R. was used to that sort of thing; he was five-foot-eight and had a wiry build and a boyish face with short, curly brown hair; people frequently underestimated him in many ways. He usually surprised them. He had managed to convince Booth that he was more than capable of taking on the job, though. Now he wasn’t so sure.


He sipped his beer and stared out the window at the murky night, confused by his sudden wakefulness. He knew he’d been dreaming but didn’t remember the dream.


Something about Sheila, he thought vaguely.


He usually dreamed of Sheila when he was having doubts about something. Uncertain situations, such as his new job, reminded him that he had been unable to help her when she had needed it most. So what made him think he would be any use to a bunch of frustrated, horny, and maybe even desperate teenagers whom he was supposed to counsel?


While J.R. was a student at Berkeley, his little sister was living at home and going to high school in El Cerrito, about thirty miles away. Sheila had been a rebellious girl, always coming home with a strange new hairdo, outrageous clothes, questionable friends, and once with a black rose tattooed on her shoulder. J.R. liked her because of her rebellious nature, rather than in spite of it, because he understood it. While their parents had always been regular churchgoers, they embraced their religious beliefs with greater fervor as they grew older, and they pushed them on Sheila. She was simply trying her best to maintain a distance from her parents’ rigid beliefs and keep an identity of her own. When J.R. tried to explain that to Leonard and Marjorie Haskell, his words fell on deaf ears. So he tried to let Sheila know he thought she was okay and that she could be whatever she wanted if she stayed out of trouble.


One night, J.R. was awakened by a phone call from his mother. She was in tears, babbling about Sheila being out of control. He got dressed and drove to El Cerrito. He heard the shouting before he was halfway up the front path.


Marjorie Haskell had found her daughter in bed with a girl. The girl had been kicked out, and Sheila was on the sofa getting a loud and tearful lecture from her mother about what an evil sickness homosexuality was and how much damage she had caused by bringing it into their God-fearing home.


Sheila was sleepy-eyed and half-smiling, obviously on something. J.R. assumed it was marijuana.


“Oh, J.R., she was vile!” Marjorie said to him. “Absolutely vile, that woman who was here. She laughed—if you’d only heard her—she laughed when I found them! Black shaggy hair, and those tight leather pants, she was… she…” Marjorie burst into more sobs.


“Where’s Dad?” J.R. asked.


“He’s in the bedroom praying.”


Jesus, he thought.


He took Sheila to a nearby Denny’s, wanting to get her out of the house before Mom and Dad realized she’d been taking drugs. She sat across the table from him in a sleepy haze.


“What’ve you been taking, Sheila?”


“Mm, nothing much.”


“What?”


She wouldn’t answer.


“Look, Sheila, I know I told you to be your own person and all that, but come on—be realistic. You’re living in their house.”


Her face wilted. “Do you think I’m sick and evil?”


“No, of course not. I’ll admit, it was a surprise to find out that… you’re…”


“A lesbian.”


“Yeah. But I don’t think anything is sick and horrible if it makes you happy, as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone. Now, whatever you may think of Mom and Dad’s beliefs, that’s the way they are, and this hurts them. Why didn’t you do it somewhere else, for Christ’s sake?”


“We couldn’t go to her place.”


“Why?”


“Her… well, her boyfriend had company.”


“Her… she has a… I don’t understand.”


Sheila smiled, became more animated. “They’re so cool, J.R. They don’t care that I’m just a teenager, that I hate school—they think I’m okay! They’re like that with all the kids.”


“Kids? How old are these people?”


“I don’t know. In their twenties, I guess. Hard to tell.”


“What did they give you? What kind of drugs?”


She shrugged. “Some kind of hash, I think.”


“You’re not even sure?” He paused to choose his words carefully. “Look, Sheila, you know I love you, right? I’m not telling you this because I think you’re a bad kid, but because I care about you. Lay off the drugs—be really careful, okay? And I think it might be a good idea to stay away from these people. They don’t sound so cool to me.”


“But they’re fun, they’re—”


“Sheila. Until you’re on your own, you’re going to have to make some compromises.”


She looked away from him and muttered, “You’re just as bad as they are.”


J.R. didn’t want to leave her, but he had to go back to school. He could see both sides of the problem but thought Sheila was the more vulnerable. He stayed in close contact with her for a couple weeks, but after that she was seldom home when he called.


“I don’t know what we’ve done wrong, J.R.,” his father said on the phone one evening. “Maybe we’re being punished for something, I don’t know. She’s hardly ever home anymore, refuses to go to church, and sometimes she doesn’t even go to school. She won’t talk to us anymore, so we don’t know what she does when she’s gone. We’ve left it in the Lord’s hands. That’s all we can do.”


J.R. tried to tell them that wasn’t all they could do, but they wouldn’t listen.


During the following weeks, J.R. read reports in the newspaper of violence at Sheila’s high school: students attacking one another as well as faculty members. One boy was killed in a fight. A girl killed herself, and after that, a boy—a very popular boy who had been involved in school politics—slashed his wrists. Two others followed. The night J.R. read a headline that shouted outbreak of teen suicides in el cerrito, he decided it was time to do something about his family’s problem. He would get them into counseling if he had to drag them, and he would do it that weekend.


That same night he was awakened again by another hysterical phone call from his mother.


“She’s leaving!” Marjorie shouted. “She’s taking her things and leaving with those people, that woman, and Leonard won’t do anything, but you can talk to her, she’ll listen to you, so will you come, please come!”


When he arrived, he found Sheila carrying an armload of clothes across the yard toward a large black car parked at the curb. He called her name, but she ignored him, tossing the clothes into the back seat and heading back into the house.


“Wait!” he shouted, grabbing her arm. She wore a white sleeveless top, and as he held her arm he saw in the yellowish glow from the porch light the needle marks that bruised her inner elbow. “Jesus,” he muttered, “what have you been doing to yourself?” She jerked away from him. “Just wait a second and talk with me!”


“No. You’re just like them. You don’t want to talk with me, you want to talk to me.” She stormed through the door and into her room.


J.R. found his father in the living room rocking gently in his chair, staring out of the window.


“Where’s Mom?” J.R. asked.


“In the bathroom crying.”


“Well, aren’t you going to do something? Talk to her? Anything?”


Without looking at his son, Leonard said, “In the Old Testament, God told Abraham to take his son Isaac into the land of Moriah and up on a hill, where he was to kill Isaac. Sacrifice him. Abraham loved his son, but he loved his God more, so he did as he was told. As he held the knife over his son, ready to put it through his heart, the Angel of the Lord held his hand and said he didn’t need to kill Isaac. It was only a test of his faith, his devotion.” Meeting J.R.’s eyes, he said, “God is testing us now. It’s in His hands. His will be done.”


Furious, J.R. followed Sheila back out to the car. She tossed her last load into the back seat and started to get in.


“Wait, Sheila, don’t do this!” he pleaded. “You can come live with me if you want, I’ve just got that tiny apartment, but if it’ll—”


“Yeah, then how would I have to live, huh? Your way instead of theirs? Big difference.” She slammed the door.


“Sheila, please! Where are you going?”


She opened the window a crack and said, “Someplace better than this.”


The window on the driver’s side slid down smoothly, and a woman with bushy black hair, pale skin, and dark eye makeup smiled out at him.


“You lose, big brother,” she said as she drove away. J.R. was sure it was just reflected moonlight, but her eyes had shimmered in that last moment before she was out of sight.


J.R. rushed into the house, angered by the woman’s cockiness, and called the police, since his parents wouldn’t.


“Is she a minor, Mr. Haskell?” the officer asked.


“She’s seventeen.”


“And she just left tonight, huh? Well, apparently she wasn’t taken against her will. You don’t know where she went?”


“No.”


“Well, if you haven’t heard from her in twenty-four hours, give us a call. But as far as I can tell, there’s not much we can do.”


Three days later, Sheila was found hanging in the closet of a cheap motel room just outside of El Cerrito. She had taken her own life and left a note that read simply, “I’m going to someplace better.”


Nine days after Sheila’s death, a restaurant that had been abandoned for nearly five years, the Old Red Barn, had caught fire. The building had been in very poor condition, and no one was surprised by the news of the fire. All had been shocked, however, by what was found inside the building.


The restaurant had been designed to look like an old barn with a high ceiling and rafters. Most of the rafters collapsed during the fire. Tied to the rafters were twenty-two ropes. Each rope ended in a noose, and each noose was wrapped around the neck of a dead teenager.


It was later determined that the teenagers had been dead at least two hours before one of the ropes had snapped and the corpse of a sixteen-year-old boy from Richmond had fallen on lighted candles that had been burning in the building, starting the fire.


The following week was filled with funerals, long processions of slow-moving cars with headlights shining, flags flown at half-mast, and a fruitless attempt to understand why twenty-two teenagers had ended their lives.


J.R. recognized many of the dead as former friends of Sheila’s, and when he heard that several teenagers claimed that their friends had been involved with a couple named John and Dara, he became suspicious. They claimed the couple had encouraged the students to take drugs and engage in promiscuous sex, and they had spoken of suicide as if it were some kind of elevation of the spirit to a higher plane. They believed John and Dara were responsible for the deaths. J.R. had considered speaking up, supporting them, telling of Sheila’s association with John and Dara, but when he saw the reaction they got, he decided there was already enough misery in his life.


While going through their dead children’s belongings, some of the parents found rock lyrics written down in notebooks, letters, even on napkins—lyrics that made explicit references to sex, drugs, and violence. The parents organized and began fighting for the censorship of such rock records, claiming the lyrics had confused and desensitized their children, leading them to suicide. When the teenagers protested the group’s ideas, the parents fought back with a very parental response: “It’s for your own good.”


The suicides made national news, were analyzed and reanalyzed by television and radio psychologists, written about in magazines and psychology journals, and preached about in churches.


All J.R. knew was that he’d lost his little sister. If she hadn’t killed herself in that dingy motel room, she probably would have joined her friends in the Old Red Barn and, as morbid as the notion was, he was rather glad that she’d avoided being a part of the whole big media sideshow. Her death might have been prevented—as, he was sure, the other twenty-two might have—had her problems been dealt with in a more supportive and loving fashion by her family. He wasn’t blaming his parents; he knew he could have done more, too.


The loss of his sister had not been brought about by rock lyrics, not even by drugs or a man and woman named John and Dara. It had been brought about by ignorance.


J.R. turned away from the dark thoughts of his sister and tried to feel confident about facing those kids on Tuesday and the days to come. His eyes locked on one of the fat dark clouds in the sky as he stared out the window. Its puffy underside glowed with reflected neon. He frowned and stepped toward the window, watching the cloud slowly ooze across the sky. He hadn’t been paying much attention, but he could have sworn that, just a moment ago, the cloud had been holding perfectly still, like a painted cloud on a stage backdrop.


It was moving now, though, along with the others, moving at the speed of pouring honey.


J.R. took a few steps back, leaned on the counter, and took another drink of beer, frowning out the window, but not sure why.


His small apartment suddenly seemed rather cold….









Six


Mrs. DiPesto was already hurrying down the walk in front of her house on Whitley Drive as the squad car parked at the curb. Officer Bill Grady saw her first as he got out from behind the wheel and shut the door.


She was plowing toward them, her hips wider than the narrow path, her large, sagging breasts dancing beneath her green terrycloth robe. Curls of gray hair stuck out from beneath the black spider-weblike net she wore on her head, and one liver-spotted hand was pressed just below her throat.


“What took you so long?” she panted. She wore big, round, thick-lensed glasses that had slid down her nose. “He coulda come back and raped me in the time it took you guys to get here!”


“We got here as fast as we could, ma’am,” Grady said, lifting a calming palm and giving her a reassuring smile. His partner, Harvey Towne, stepped up beside him.


Grady was fifty-three years old, a tall, barrel-chested man with thick hair the color of desert sand. He planned to retire next year; he’d had enough, thank you very much. The last of his four daughters had graduated from college. All four of them had pretty much paid their own way through school, leaving Grady and his wife Marge a good-sized nest egg. They hoped to use that to find a place in Monterey.


“You are Clara DiPesto, aren’t you?” Grady asked.


“Of course I am.” She smelled of stale cigarette smoke and gin.


Towne flipped open his notepad and held his pencil, ready to write.


“You say you have a burglar, ma’am?” Towne asked, his voice mechanical and emotionless.


Sounds like one of those clowns on Dragnet, Grady thought, wanting to chuckle. Towne was a rookie and had been assigned to him a little over a week ago.


“Had,” Mrs. DiPesto snapped. “He’s long gone by now. I caught him on my back porch trying to break in.”


“Can you give us a description?” Grady asked.


“Well…”


“Try.”


“Umm, let’s seeee, he was young,” she said, closing her eyes to remember. “A kid, maybe sixteen. Had long hair, of course, dark brown, maybe, but it was hard to tell. And he was wearing one of those T-shirts—it was black—with the sleeves cut off? Torn off, more, like it,” she added, opening her eyes. “I don’t understand why they do that. It looks so sloppy.”


Grady patted Towne’s arm with the back of his hand and said, “I’ll go take a look around.”


He went to the car, got his long black flashlight, then walked between Mrs. DiPesto’s house and her neighbor’s to the alley that ran behind them. He shone the light first to the right, toward Ventura Boulevard, then to the left, and decided to go that way.


Grady was in no mood for someone like Mrs. DiPesto tonight and he figured Towne could use the practice. Rookies were always shocked to find that most of the people they dealt with were Mrs. DiPestos, and not rapists and serial killers like on television.


To Grady’s left were the back fences of the houses along Whitley; to his right was a tall Cyclone fence crawling with vines and shrubbery and lined with garbage cans.


The alley itself was quiet, but there were sounds in the distance: cars, music, shouting, a barking dog, a siren. Above the trees on the other side of the fence, Grady could see the glow from the lights of Studio City. The thick, balmy air seemed to pour into his lungs when he inhaled.


Something clanged behind him.


Grady spun around.


His flashlight beam caught the jittering movement of a garbage can lid that had fallen to the pavement.


Probably just a cat, he thought, but he headed back that way just in case. He doubted he would find the guy, but he wanted to give Towne enough time to finish up with Mrs. DiPesto.


He started toward Ventura, shining his light between garbage cans and behind trash bins where flies buzzed hungrily. As he neared the boulevard the alley brightened, and he flicked off the flashlight.


A cat dived from a fence and crouched before him, then darted by him with a low, throaty meeeoowww.


Tapping the long flashlight against his thigh, Grady stopped and looked around him. The kid was probably in another neighborhood by now, trying to hit another house. Or maybe he was on the boulevard, lost in the waves of other teenagers prowling the sidewalks like stray cats in a wrecking yard. With one more glance toward Ventura, Grady passed between two houses, got back on Whitley, and headed for Mrs. DiPesto’s.


Then he stopped.


He craned his head around and looked over his shoulder.


At the end of the street to the right was the corner of a large building. It used to be the Studio City Fitness Center. Before that, it had been a nightclub for a decade or so. When that had closed four years ago, some Arab had bought it and turned it into a health club. A “deluxe health club,” the ads had said. He’d bought the lot next to it and expanded the building, put in a huge underground swimming pool and racquetball court—the whole nine yards—then launched an expensive ad campaign to convince everyone that they weren’t really in shape unless they were paying an arm and a leg to exercise at his club.


The place had attracted a lot of movie and television people from the nearby studios, as well as a lot of yuppies who wanted to watch the stars sweat and maybe even find a hard body to curl up with that night.


A year and a half after the grand opening, “faulty wiring” (according to the papers) had gutted the place with fire.


Instead of rebuilding, the Arab let the place sit. Eventually, for sale signs showed up on the walls of the building, their red and blue letters seeming bright next to the yawning, blackened windows.


A few months later, some of the local teenagers had adopted the abandoned building as a meeting place where they went to listen to those damned noise boxes they carried, take drugs, and fuck like rabbits. Grady was one of the three cops who had busted them one night after a series of complaints from nearby residents. They’d had quite a setup: cushions and blankets spread over the bottom of the empty pool, iceboxes for beer and wine, a complete stock of hard liquor—everything a bunch of horny teenagers could want. When Grady and the other uniforms had gone in, the large rooms downstairs where the kids had set up house reeked of marijuana, and the floor was littered with cigarette butts and used condoms.


After the teenagers had been kicked out, the building had been boarded up and locked more securely than before. Since then there had been no problem.


Until, perhaps, now.


Something caught Grady’s eye. It might have been the reflection of a passing car’s headlights, but he thought he saw a flicker of light through a space in one of the boarded side windows of the empty building.


Grady turned and headed in that direction again.


There it was again; it looked as if a light were being passed back and forth on the other side of the window.


Grady picked up his pace.


It made sense; the kid got caught trying to break into a house, so naturally he’d want a place to hide. Grady couldn’t figure out how he’d gotten in, though. The building was locked like a safe, as far as he knew.


Grady approached the window quietly and leaned toward it, cupping a hand to his face as he peered between the boards.


He could make out a fire-ravaged wall with a large chunk missing. A soft yellow glow, like candlelight, flickered in the darkness, shimmering over the wall, shifting back and forth, as if someone were walking around inside with a candle.


“Gotcha,” he breathed, walking around to the front of the building.


The glare of neon and fluorescent lights and the bright headlights of the cars on the boulevard made Grady squint. What used to be the glass double doors of the entrance was now a wall of boards and locked chains. No one had gone through here. He kept walking, passing the front windows, all of which were still secure.


He turned right at the faded, crooked sign that read parking below a painted arrow and walked along the side of the building to the parking lot in back. His shoes crunched on gravel and broken glass as he switched the flashlight on again.


There were no windows on this side of the building for Grady to check, so he hurried along the wall and rounded the corner. Shattered beer bottles and empty six-pack cartons were strewn over the parking lot; there was a pile of cigarette butts where someone had emptied a car’s ashtray. Apparently the kids used the lot for partying. There had been no complaints, though, so Grady figured they were keeping a lid on it.


He went to the rear entrance. It was still firmly boarded. He pounded the heel of his palm against the boards once just to be certain. They thumped solidly, and Grady heard a quick shuffling inside the building. He hurried to the nearest window and peered between the boards.


This window looked into a different room than the last, but the golden shimmer of light was still dancing on the walls. He heard the shuffling again, and the glow became brighter, as if it were drawing nearer the window.
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