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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.






PART 1

SEX

“Dahling, how does one get laid in this dreadful place?”

—Tallulah Bankhead to Irving Thalberg during her first visit to Hollywood in 1931

“My dear, you’re sitting on it.”

—Alfred Hitchcock to actress Mary Anderson when she asked about her “best side”

“There’s a broad with a future behind her.”

—Constance Bennett commenting on a starlet in the 1930s

“I’ll never forget the night I brought my Oscar home and Tony look one look at it and I knew my marriage was over.”

—Shelly Winters on husband Anthony Franciosa’s reaction to her first Oscar for The Diary of Anne Frank


ONE

The hot Los Angles sun came through the open window over the bed and fell on Adam Julian’s sweat-slicked back as he pistoned in and out of Gwen Cardell. His loud breathing grew more rapid, punctuated by abrupt, dry grunts and gasps. He propped himself up on his hands, elbows locked, as he pounded into her faster and faster.

“No, no,” she said. “Slow down, baby, slow—”

She stopped speaking and gently pushed him off. He was so lost in his pleasure, it took him a moment to realize what she was doing.

“I’m sorry, what did I—”

“Nothing, you didn’t do a thing,” she whispered. She put a hand on the side of his head, pulled him down and kissed him on the mouth. “Just roll over. On your back.”

Adam’s shaggy, dark brown hair flopped around his face in sweaty strands as he rolled onto his back beside her.

Gwen rose to her knees and tossed her long, honey-gold hair over her shoulders. Looked down at him, licked her smiling lips. Bent forward and her hair fell down in a curtain on each side of her face. Lips smacked wetly as she kissed his flat belly, which rose and fell with his chest as he continued to pant. She spoke between kisses.

“I’d forgotten…what boys…your age…are like. So quick…so eager to come.”

It irritated Adam to be referred to as a “boy,” especially in the condescending way Gwen had said it. Normally, he would not let it pass without a sharp retort. But he had no time to think about it. At the moment, his penis was throbbing in time with his heartbeat. So hard it hurt. Behind it, inside him, a thick, wet ache pressed for release.

She wrapped a hand around his erection and he lifted his head as she threw a leg over and slid down him slowly. “You want me to come, too, don’t you?” she asked, breathing her words as she moved slowly on top of him. “I let it go the first time, but—” She stopped to smile and close her eyes, moan, “—but it’s something you need to work on, Adam, and—ah, ah—there’s no time luh-like the present. Right?”

He let his head fall back again, feeling far too good to be irritated by anything she said. Almost too good to hear anything she said. She ground on him hard, and when Adam lifted his head again, just for a moment, he saw her hand between her spread thighs. Two fingers moved between fleshy folds with staccato quickness.

Both of them panted like exhausted dogs and Gwen released a throaty, breathy laugh as the evenly-tanned flesh on her body began to quiver. When she came, loud “ah” sounds burst explosively from her, mixed with Adam’s cries as he clutched her thighs and writhed beneath her, thrust his hips upward desperately.

They held their positions for about thirty seconds afterward, silent except for the sounds of their breathing. Then Gwen lay forward and stretched her legs out behind her until her body was draped over Adam’s. Brushed her lips over his, licked his eyelashes, stroked his hair. Rolled off him and snuggled beneath his right arm.

The enormous bedroom smelled of Gwen’s perfume—probably something obscenely expensive and French, with a name Adam could not pronounce—and the joint they had shared before having sex. The vague sounds of birds singing and a distant dog barking came through the window over the bed. Sunlight spilled through all the windows and fell on the cream and royal-blue decor.

“You’re delicious,” Gwen said, stroking his thigh. “You know that? Delicious.”

“Thank you,” he said. “But, I’m, you know…just a boy.”

Gwen laughed as she dropped her left hand and squeezed his limp penis and testicles. “You’re so sensitive. You need to toughen that skin, lover. The world is full of people like me. Some a lot worse. But not too many. You’ve gotta be ready for us.”

“My skin’s tough enough,” he said quietly. “I just don’t like to be condescended to. Especially when I’m fucking.”

She rolled toward him, put an arm across his chest, and smiled, her nose a couple inches from his. “Look, you have to understand that to me, to anyone my age, you are a boy. You’re…what? Twenty-two, twenty-three?” Adam said nothing. “And when you’re forty, like me, you’ll look back on this moment and you’ll smile and think to yourself, yep, she was right.”

Gwen rolled away from him onto her right elbow and opened a small cupboard door on her side of the headboard. Removed a softpack of Marlboro Lights 100’s, an ashtray, and a lighter. Lit up and took a long drag on the cigarette. Tapped it over the ashtray beside her on the bed.

“Okay,” Adam said, sitting up beside her. “So if I’m such a boy, why are you attracted to me at all?”

Her eyelids lowered slightly as she turned to him with a naughty smile. “Oh, you’ll understand that, too.” Turned her whole body toward him, moved her eyes over his body. Stroked his chest with her right hand, cigarette held between two fingers. “So smooth and silky. So fresh and untouched. I have a different perspective, that’s all. My perspective is that you’re beautiful and new and unused. And delicious.”

“Hey, I never said anything about untouched or unused.”

Gwen laughed.

“Then what are you?” Adam asked.

Another instant of eye contact—a little chilly this time—then she dropped back down beside him, laughing. “I’m a veteran, that’s all.”

“You mean, you’re not new? You are used?”

She was silent for a moment. “Are you trying to piss me off, Adam?”

“No,” he lied. He passed his eyes the length of her long, beautiful body, then back again.

Gwen’s skin was darkly, evenly tanned, but somehow milky, too. The color of Malt-O-Meal with a little brown sugar stirred in, he decided—but much sexier. There was a smooth, intoxicating curve to her belly, which Adam delighted in nibbling. There were the inevitable stretch marks from bearing a child—she said she had a daughter from a previous marriage who lived with her dad—but they were negligible. Not much was real in Los Angeles, but Gwen’s body was. All but the breasts.

He reached over with his left hand and gently stroked one. Brushed fingertips over the erect mocha nipple. “You have beautiful breasts,” he whispered.

“Thank you,” she whispered, blowing smoke through a smile.

“I bet they were beautiful before the augmentation, too.”

There was a long silence. She took another puff on her cigarette.

Adam had been surprised to find that Gwen had breast implants. He had felt them the first time they had sex, the day before yesterday. The day after his birthday. Most breasts with implants did not move properly, stood erect when the body reclined. They lacked the smooth, flowing fleshiness of natural breasts. Saline implants were an improvement over silicone, but they were still implants, still unnatural. He found those unmoving mounds of taught flesh disgusting. But Gwen’s were not like that. He had become quite good at identifying “reloads,” as he and Carter called them, but Gwen had fooled him. Until he touched them.

“Okay…you are just trying to piss me off now.”

“No, I mean it, they’re beautiful.” He was quite sincere. “I was shocked when I realized you had re—um, implants. They’re…well, it’s an almost perfect job.”

“What do you mean, almost perfect?”

“Well, it’s a job, that’s what I mean. It’s a job, so it’s not perfect. That’s why I said I bet they were beautiful before the augmentation. I bet they were perfect.”

She sat up then, crossing her legs Indian-style. Looked at him with a suspicion that was almost angry. “What the hell are you trying to say?”

“Nothing, really.”

“You mean, there’s no point to this rambling?”

Adam shrugged with one shoulder and sat up with her. “Well, only that you probably didn’t need them in the first place. You’re beautiful. Your body is beautiful. You just did that for other people, I guess. Like everybody else in this town. In show business. But you didn’t need it. That’s all I’m saying.”

Gwen smiled a little too suddenly, as if relieved. Pulled him toward her and kissed him deeply. Lips and tongue worked their way down to his shoulder. “You’re such a sweetheart,” she said, words garbled. “Saying that…and talking. You know, most men don’t like to talk after sex…but you do. You’re going to make a lot of women…very happy…I’m sure.”

Adam said, “Mmmm,” and smiled as she took his nipple between her teeth, sucked on it. He felt himself growing hard again.

“Just remember,” she said. “Always ladies first in bed. And maybe you should start…working out.”

“Working out?” he muttered, frowning.

She sat up and kissed his face gently, again and again. “You’re a little scrawny, hon. That’s all.”

He chuckled as he leaned his head back and shook it slowly. She never stopped. Maybe she simply could not help herself. “You wanna do it again?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

“Mmmaybe…you?”

“I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Okay,” she said, pulling away. “Go. But don’t be long.”

He started to get out of bed.

Gwen smiled. “Can I come in and hold it for you?”

His eyes widened. “What?”

“Your cock. While you pee. Can I hold it for you?”

Adam slipped off the edge of the enormous bed, landed on the raised dais on which it was centered. Gwen was about to take another pull on her Marlboro, but laughed instead.

He peered over the edge of the bed, got to his feet. “You want to, um…hold my dick while I…”

“Why not?” she said with a shrug. “I’ve never done it before. I think it would be fun. And very sexy.”

Adam was surprised to find that the idea excited him. He reached out with his right hand and said, “Cigarette.” She handed it to him and he took a long, deep drag, let the smoke out slowly. “Okay, I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to go if you’re holding my dick, but I’m willing—”

He swallowed his words and Gwen’s smile fell away when they heard a sound through the open window over the bed. A familiar sound. The purring engine of a mint-condition 1958 Ferrari 250 Testarossa.

A surge of panic in his chest and stomach made Adam take a deep breath. But he let none of it show. Just raised his eyebrows a little when he said, “I guess I’ll have to take a piss somewhere else. Your husband is home.” His quiet, calm voice did not give away his thundering heart, or the fear that suddenly clutched his throat.

Gwen crawled toward him and got off the bed, stood in front of him. “Yes, I guess he is,” she said, grinning as she slid an arm around him and plucked the cigarette from his fingers.

Outside, beneath the second-story window, the Ferrari’s engine was killed.

“You know, if he smells that cigarette, he’s going to know you’ve had sex with someone,” Adam said.

“Why do you say that?”

The Ferrari’s door opened, and a moment later, slammed shut.

“Because that’s the only time I’ve ever seen you smoke cigarettes.”

“Such an observant boy.”

He took the cigarette from her hand. “There’s that boy shit again.” Took a quick puff.

Outside, footsteps sounded on concrete below.

Adam’s already full bladder seemed to shrink.

“Do your parents know you smoke?” she asked. Her shoulders bobbed with silent, secret laughter.

Adam nodded and smiled, handed the cigarette back. Tried to stir up some saliva in his suddenly dry mouth. “Yeah. Very funny. I’ll see you around.”

He quickly gathered up his clothes and hurried out of the bedroom.

In his bedroom, Adam slipped Evil Dead 2: Dead by Dawn into the DVD player and flopped onto his bed to watch.

He could not believe he was fucking his dad’s new wife.

Maybe it’s because I hate him, he thought. Then: No, not maybe.

He liked Gwen, and would even if they were not having sex. But they were, and it was incredible, and he liked her even more for it. She had a cool Grace Kelly beauty, but there was something more beneath it, something Adam had only glimpsed when she let her guard down. Gwen gave the impression of someone who knew a secret that no one else in the world knew, and of someone who would always keep it to herself.

The fact that his dad was married to her did not concern him at all. Adam could not muster a particle of guilt for his relationship with Gwen, and he had tried. Because he hated his dad so much. For killing his mother.


TWO

Adam took a seat at the dinner as Mrs. Yu served the meal.

“Ah, you come eat, Missa Adam!” Mrs. Yu said excitedly, grinning. “Dat nice, dat nice. I get you prate.” She hurried out of the dining room.

Gwen smiled at him and his dad turned to him slowly.

“Decided to eat with us for a change?” Michael Julian asked.

Adam shrugged. “I was hungry for a change.”

Mrs. Yu returned and hurriedly put a plate and utensils and a linen napkin before Adam. She patted him on the shoulder and said, “We have tie-tip tonight. You rike.”

Mrs. Yu had come to America from China with her sickly husband decades before Adam was born. Mr. Yu had been run over by a truck and killed shortly after they arrived. Michael had hired her when Adam was just a baby only because everyone else he knew had Mexican and South American servants and he wanted to be different. Michael always wanted to be different. He had specifically sought out a Chinese maid, and would settle for nothing else. “When was the last time you saw a Chinese maid, huh?” Michael sometimes asked of anyone within earshot. “The Courtship of Eddie’s Father, that’s when. These days, they all speak Spanish.”

Adam never pointed out that Mrs. Livingston, the housekeeper on The Courtship of Eddie’s Father, was Japanese. He knew if he did, his dad would only say, “Chinese, Japanese, what’s the difference.”

Michael Julian had declared his independence in the face of trendiness by hiring a servant of different ethnicity from everyone else’s. Had it been possible, Adam was sure his father would have hired an extraterrestrial. The ultimate in cheap immigrant hired help. If you could keep them from eating the cat.

“Well, it’s been a while since you’ve joined us at the dinner table, Adam,” Michael said. “Did the projection bulb blow out at the Nuart, or something?”

Adam said nothing. Mrs. Yu continued to place food on their plates.

“How are things?” Michael said. “What have you been up to, if anything?”

“Not much,” Adam said. “I’ve been doing some writing.”

Michael stopped eating, looked across the table at Adam. He seemed on the verge of smiling as he leaned forward slightly, almost imperceptibly. “Writing? A screenplay?”

Adam shook his head as he cut his meat. “A little poetry. A short story.”

Michael rolled his eyes and sighed. “I’ve told you. How many times have I told you?” He picked up his knife and fork and went to work on his dinner. Stabbed and cut his meat as if it had offended him. “If you’ve got some talent at writing, put it into a screenplay, for Christ’s sake. Anything else is a waste of time. Publishing is falling apart. Nobody has time to read books anymore, let alone poetry.” He shoved a big bloody piece of meat into his mouth and chewed as he talked. “But a screenplay…if everything works and it gets produced, it’s on the big screen, bigger than life. Then, it’s on the shelf at the bookstore of the twenty-first century, the video store. Each produced script is…it’s like a little piece of eternal life.”

Michael Julian was a big man. Broad shoulders, thick arms, and a round belly. When Adam was a little boy, he remembered his dad being lean and muscular. But these days, his body was a sloppy, lumpy mess. As large as his body was, though, his head was too big for it, and he had no discernible neck. His head appeared to sit between his shoulders without suspension, as if he were always shrugging.

“If you can write poetry and short stories, you can write a script,” he went on. “Just write what you know, then add the honey.”

“Honey” was his euphemism for sex and violence. Adam had heard it all countless times before.

Michael’s dark brown hair was long and thick and wild. It curled and waved just past his shoulders. Bushy eyebrows and a bushy beard and mustache that looked as if they had been purchased to match the bushy hair on his head. For all Adam knew, they had. There was a streak of gray in his beard on each side of his chin, both artificial. He thought the look commanded more respect than facial hair with no gray.

The beard and long hair helped disguise the fact that his face was not only, like his head, unusually large, but perfectly round. The facial hair, however, could do nothing to camouflage the flatness of his face. It even sank in slightly in the center, giving him an ugly profile that he never knowingly allowed to be photographed. Gossip columnist Mitchell Fink had referred to him once as “the dinner-plate-faced scribe.” The tossed-off remark had so infuriated Michael Julian that both Adam and his mother had been even more careful than usual to stay out of his way for about two weeks.

“That honey sweetens the box office receipts,” he continued. “Pays more than any Goddamned short story. Who the hell’s gonna read a short story? I don’t think anybody even publishes them anymore. But everybody goes to the movies.”

Adam did not respond to his dad’s screenplay speech. He wished the conversation had never begun, and certainly did not want it to continue. The food was good, though. Adam seldom ate at the table when his father was around, but the food made up for the company.

Saturday and Sunday breakfasts had been Adam’s favorite meals as a boy. His mom always cooked them. Saturdays, she would make waffles with fresh fruit and whipped cream. Sunday, eggs and bacon and fried potatoes. The indulgent breakfasts were eaten at that table, with Adam seated in the same chair he occupied now. And with his mother seated in the same place as Gwen.

He frowned slightly as he thought about those weekend breakfasts. They had stopped abruptly when he was still a little boy, but he could not remember why.

He looked at Gwen, sitting in his mother’s place, and felt a moment of déjà vu. It had been longer than he had thought since he had eaten at the dining room table. The last time, that spot, where Gwen sat—his mother’s spot—had been empty.

Mom was Emily Moessing. She had not been quite as pretty as Gwen, but much more beautiful. A bigger forehead, bigger nose, weaker chin. Long straight dishwater-blonde hair that would not curl or take on any shape no matter what she did with it. But she was not ugly or even plain. Tall, a killer smile, big brown eyes.

Adam could not hear the massive wind chimes she had hung around the patio without thinking of her laugh. She used read to Adam at night, acted out each story, made Dr. Seuss sound like Shakespeare.

If they met today, Adam guessed, Michael Julian would not give Emily Moessing a second look. She simply was not his type now. Of course, when Michael Julian and Emily Moessing met, Michael had not yet achieved his tremendous success.

They met while he was writing for a few television action series and she was working in wardrobe at Paramount. Their marriage was a good luck charm at first. Somebody bought one of his screenplays, and the movie, Mayhem, did surprisingly good business. Somebody saw her sketches and made her a designer. He started selling scripts for big money. The critics laughed at and eviscerated the movies, but they were hits at the box office. Emily was in big demand, worked with the biggest directors in the business. His reviews got worse…and she got an Oscar nomination. Then another. The third time, she won.

The New Yorker called Emily “the Edith Head of our time.” Michael’s bitter response was, “That’s not the kind of head I’m interested in.”

Her Oscar ate at him like a cancer. After she won it, things fell apart fast. They shouted instead of talked. Adam would find his mom crying in the kitchen or living room, sometimes with bruises on her arms, neck, or a swollen black eye.

Emily was beautiful, but not in a Hollywood way. Her beauty was authentic and shone from inside. Everyone loved her and her work, and everyone with an I.Q. higher than their shoe size agreed that Michael was a prick who pulled his scripts out of his ass.

Adam was convinced that Oscar was why his dad had killed his mom. He had no proof. Nothing solid he could show anyone. Just a certainty deep in his gut.

“How’s the movie coming?” Gwen asked, delicately dabbing the corners of her mouth with a napkin. Adam watched. There was no sign of such delicacy when she had his cock in her mouth. She caught him staring and smiled.

“It’s coming along. Everybody’s worried it’s gonna piss off the gay community,” he said as he lifted his hands and hooked invisible quotation marks in the air with the first two fingers of each. “Those dipshits never learn. Of course it’s gonna piss off the queers. The cannibal serial killer’s a fag, for Christ’s sake, it’s gonna make ’em all nuts.” He stabbed his fork hard at his food, took in a mouthful and chewed, but kept talking. “But that’ll mean another, what? Twenty? Thirty million at the box office? You can’t buy the kinda publicity you get from a buncha Judy Garland fans picketing theaters and whining on radio talk shows. That kinda stuff sells tickets, for Christ’s sake.”

Gwen asked, “What if this is the time everybody decides to agree with them?”

“Never happen,” he said. “This movie’s already got everything going for it. Sex and guns, a couple kick-ass car chases, some kinky killings. The protests’ll be a plus. And with any luck, there’ll be some controversy over the MPAA rating. You know, they’ll wanna give it an NC-17, we need an R for it to be a success, we’ll have to cut some sex, that kinda thing. The movie’s gonna make a fucking fortune, and they all know it. The only reason the studio’s worried about the fags protesting is that half the people who work there are fags, and they don’t want their friends talking bad about them under the hair dryers.”

Adam could not hold back a quiet laugh.

“You think that’s funny?” Michael asked, turning to him with a smirk.

“I was just…laughing at the way you put it.”

That was partly true. Adam was repulsed by his father’s harsh language toward homosexuals and racial minorities. He often referred to Mrs. Yu as a “chink” when he thought she was out of earshot. His favorite term for black people was “jungle bunnies.” He practically fell over laughing every time he said it. The reason Adam had laughed at the dinner table was that he knew a great number of the people his dad worked with, and for, were indeed openly gay. And because his dad regularly attended benefits to raise money for AIDS research and to support gay rights. They were two of the biggest thorns in Michael Julian’s side. A bit of him died each time he attended such a function. Ate at him from the inside out, because he did not give a damn about the charities he was donating to or the causes being supported. More often than not, he was completely opposed to them. But he knew everyone who was anyone would be there and it was important to attend to be seen. And it was nice tax write-off. Adam found that funny.

Somewhere in the house, a phone purred.

Michael and Gwen exchanged a lingering look. He started in his chair and laughed quietly.

Adam knew they were playing footsie under the table and suddenly, no matter how delicious the food, he lost his appetite.

Mrs. Yu entered the room with a cordless phone in hand and went to Gwen’s side.

“Missy Gwen, phone for you.”

Gwen took the phone and said, “Hello?”

Adam poked at and cut his food, even though he was no longer eating it. His dad ate as if there were a chance the food might flee the plate. His knife and fork clacked and scraped, jaw worked hard beneath that mass of hair. Grizzly Adams eating something he had just killed and waved over the campfire a couple times.

After a long silence, Gwen whispered, “Oh, my God.”

Adam looked across the table at Gwen’s wide eyes and open mouth. Something was wrong.

“My daughter, what about my daughter?” she asked, loudly this time.

Michael put down his utensils and watched his wife, frowning.

“Oh, Jesus,” she said, her voice breaking as her head dropped forward and she covered her eyes with her hand.

“Hey, hey,” Michael said quietly as he got out of his chair and went to her side.

“Have you checked her grandmother’s?” she asked. After a moment, “No, his mother. She thinks that girl can do no wrong, and—” She stopped and listened for a few seconds. “Yes, that’s the address. If she’s run away, she might be there, or at least on her way.”

Adam exchanged a puzzled look with his dad.

“Oh, yes, she’s hitchhiked before,” Gwen said.

Mrs. Yu stood beside Gwen looking aloof, indifferent. Waiting for the phone so she could put it back where it belonged when Gwen was done.

“Yes, I wish you would,” Gwen said. “And please call the second you know anything. Will you, please?” She sat up straight in her chair, took a deep breath and let it ease out of her. “Thank you. Thank you very much.” She pulled the phone away from her ear, handed it back to Mrs. Yu, who immediately left the room.

“What the hell was that?” Michael asked.

Gwen wiped her eyes, although there appeared to be no tears in them. “Police in Miami. There’s been a fire. Larry’s house. It burned down. He was in it. He died.” She sighed and shook her head slowly. “Probably drunk. As usual.”

“What about your daughter?” Michael asked as he hunkered down beside her, put an arm around her shoulders.

“She’s run away again. They don’t know where she is.”

“At least she wasn’t in the house with her dad,” Adam said, uncertain and cautious.

“They’ll find her,” Gwen said hoarsely. “She’s at her grandmother’s, I’m sure. If she’d been home, she might have been able to save Larry. Wake him up, get him out of bed. He sleeps like a corpse when he’s been drinking. Which is probably most of the time now that he doesn’t have me around to bitch about it.”

“Hey, you’re not gonna start blaming yourself, honey,” Michael said firmly. “I’m not gonna let you do that.” He leaned forward and embraced her, kissed her cheek.

“No, no, no,” she said, pushing him away. “I’m not blaming myself. I’m just…angry. At him, at her. When they find her, she’ll have to come live with us, you know. Right away.” She turned slowly to Michael. “She’s not an easy girl to live with.”

He smiled. On him, it looked more like a sour expression. As if he had bitten into an extraordinarily unpleasant cheese. But Adam recognized it as a sincere smile, an oddity on his father’s face.

“Hey, that’s no problem,” Michael said enthusiastically, stroking Gwen’s hair. He jerked his head toward Adam and said, “Hell, you think it’s been a barrel of dancing girls raising this clown? He’s not perfect, either. He’s not even normal. I mean, Jesus, he writes poetry, for God’s sake.” He glanced at Adam. “For all I know, he’s a fag.”

A suppressed laugh snorted through Gwen’s nose, but she managed to make it sound like an emotional catch in her throat. Adam smirked.

“You wanna go upstairs?” Michael asked. He stood, took her elbow and gently tugged her to her feet. “C’mon, let’s go. You can take a couple of my pills. You’ll feel better.”

As he led her away from the table slowly, she glanced back over her shoulder at Adam and kissed the air silently, smiled.

“Oh!” Michael blurted. “You go upstairs, baby, I’m right behind you.” He returned to the table, looked down at Adam. “If you don’t have any plans, we’re taking Money Shot out for the Fourth. The whole week. You wanna bring a friend, fine. We’ll be leaving early on the Fourth, as usual.” He headed out of the dining room again. Over his shoulder, he said, “Try to bring a girl, okay? Carter doesn’t count. You ask me, I think it’s way past time you two got your own place together and started a family.”

When he was gone, Adam sat alone at the table. The smell of the food stirred his appetite again and he began to eat. Dinner was delicious, and the company had improved.


THREE

The next day, Adam drove over to Carter’s house, only a few blocks away. He parked behind the house and walked in through the back door without knocking. He had known Carter since third grade, and often felt more comfortable in Carter’s house than in his own.

Adam walked through the large kitchen, said hello to Mrs. Sanchez, the maid, passed through the dining room—there were four cardboard boxes on the table—and nearly ran into Devin in the hallway.

“Oh, my God!” Devin said, leaning against the wall to take a deep breath. “You scared the shit out of me!”

“Sorry about that.”

“I’m just preoccupied.” Devin held a cardboard box in his arms. It looked heavy, although it wasn’t very big. He was a thin man who stood a few inches short of Adam’s six feet. On that hot summer day, he wore a light blue sundress of thin, cool cotton, no stockings, which was rare for Devin, and a pair of deck shoes with no socks. His glasses rested on his chest, suspended from his neck on a thin silver chain.

“What’re you doing?” Adam asked.

“Cleaning out the library. C’mon.” He jerked his head for Adam to follow him back into the dining room. Devin put the box on the table with all the others. Sweeping the back of his hand over his shiny forehead, he turned to Adam and smiled. “We keep buying new books, but we have no place to put them. So I’m getting rid of the ones we don’t need anymore.”

“I didn’t think Mr. Brandis ever got rid of books,” Adam said with a chuckle. “He’s got the biggest library I’ve ever seen.”

“He’s got more books than he’s got library. But I’ve been working on him. I finally got him to agree that there are at least a couple hundred we can lose. I’m taking advantage of his fit of reason before he changes his mind. I figure as long as I don’t touch his collection of first-edition signed Harold Robbins novels, I’m safe.”

“Is Carter around?” Adam said.

“I haven’t seen him. Either he’s gone, or he’s in his bedroom or studio.” He glanced at his watch and gasped, pressing his other hand to his chest. “Oh, God. Jeremy will be home for lunch in a few minutes.” He squeezed Adam’s shoulder affectionately. “You make yourself at home, sweetie. I’ve got to talk to Mrs. Sanchez.”

Adam went into the hall and headed for the stairs to look for Carter.

Devin had been Jeremy Brandis’s partner in life for over three years. Mr. Brandis’s relationship with Devin had been his longest to date, not counting Mrs. Brandis. He had spent years going through one boyfriend after another before meeting Devin, who insisted on a serious, long-term relationship or nothing at all. While not a cross-dresser himself, Mr. Brandis had no problem with it. “He doesn’t mind my dresses,” Devin had said once, “and I turn a blind nostril to his cigars.”

The summer before Adam and Carter entered the fifth grade, Mr. Brandis had announced to his family that he was gay. He regretted hurting them, but said he could no longer live a lie and needed to pursue his true nature.

This came as a big shock to Adam, who had always thought Mrs. Brandis was the homosexual. Greta Brandis was a stocky woman—not fat, but thick and solid—who never, ever wore dresses or skirts. Adam had never seen her in anything that could not be worn by a man without anyone knowing the difference. She kept her hair cut very short, and, depending on her mood, she sometimes had it buzzed. She was a photographer and her subjects ranged from celebrities to wild exotic animals in remote jungles. She had a loud, deep voice and a laugh that sounded like someone torturing a goat.

Mr. Brandis, on the other hand, was tall and slender, and while not overtly macho, there was definitely a manliness about him. He loved sports, did a lot of off-road driving and mountain climbing, and bore a strong resemblance to a somewhat younger Burt Reynolds, but with real hair. He was a very popular production designer who had worked on some of the biggest movies of the last two decades, and had been nominated for two Academy Awards, neither of which he had won.

Ms. Kindler-Brandis—the name sounded to Adam like a pricey daycare center—had accepted her husband’s announcement with surprising grace. They divorced, but remained close friends and occasional roommates. Ms. Kindler-Brandis maintained their Beverly Hills home as her “base camp,” as she called it, and showed up for a couple weeks two or three times a year. The arrangement suited Devin, who was a fan of Greta’s work. He once had told Adam he thought she was “a divine adventurer, like Indiana Jones with a uterus.”

Carter was not in his bedroom, so Adam went up to the attic, which everyone in the Brandis household referred to as Carter’s “studio.” Adam could hear Marilyn Manson playing loudly overhead.

The attic had served as a darkroom for Carter’s mother. Since the divorce, she had used it less and less, until she finally rented a studio in Westwood. The attic had been empty ever since, until two summers ago.

Since Adam had entered high school, his father had been trying to interest him in one aspect or another of the movie business as a profession. The one constant was screenwriting, which he had pushed relentlessly since Adam was old enough to understand what he was saying. But every few months, he would come up with something else. One evening, he had a nervous, fidgety cinematographer over for dinner in an unveiled attempt to get Adam excited about cinematography. He had taken Adam to a foley session to watch as sound effects were added to his latest movie. To Pixar, where he was led through all the steps of making a movie with computers instead of cameras.

Adam had explained to his father that no matter what kind of work he did later in life, it would have absolutely nothing to do with show business in general and the movie business in particular. It held no appeal for him.

His father had sniffed dismissively and said, “Don’t be ridiculous. Everybody wants to work in the movies. Most people would kill for the opportunities I’m giving you.”

I’d kill for you to stop, Adam had thought.

A couple years ago, he had arranged for Adam to tour a “creature factory.” Annoyed, Adam had asked Carter to come along so he would not have to endure it alone. Carter was far more excited about the tour than Adam could feign. For Adam, it had been a marginally amusing diversion. For Carter, it had been a revelation. Carter had been awed by the masks, makeup, shockingly realistic wounds and severed limbs. Had become as excited as a child and asked endless questions, wanting to know exactly how everything worked, how it had been made, how it was operated. Adam had been a little embarrassed by his friend’s behavior, and after a while, even the two long-haired guys taking them through the shop seemed to tire of the rapid-fire questions.

After they left, Carter had talked about nothing else, and went back a few times, without Adam, to ask more questions. Within the month, he had taken over his mother’s old darkroom, filled it with everything he needed, all purchased on his dad’s credit card, and made his first mask. A reptilian face with a curved, sharp beak and bulging yellow eyes. Masks and body parts soon filled the shelves, and he was always trying to make Adam up as a zombie or burn victim.

While Adam was impressed with Carter’s abilities—he had started out pretty good and improved rapidly—he simply could not get excited about the field. About six months after starting. Carter had asked him about his lack of enthusiasm.

“You just don’t like movies, admit it,” Carter had said.

“I love movies. Carter. I just don’t like the business of making them or the people in it. Well…your dad’s a nice guy, but he’s an exception. My dad’s a prick. If I got into the movie business, any part of it, I’m afraid it wouldn’t be long before I couldn’t enjoy movies anymore. Before I…became like my dad. I’d rather die than be like him. You know that.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“But you’re so good at this, Carter! Just because I’m not interested doesn’t mean you shouldn’t go into it. You’d probably end up being one of the best in the business.”

“Oh, no, I don’t wanna do this for a living,” Carter had said.

“You don’t?”

“And work with pricks like your dad? Are you on crack? It’s just something I like to do.”

“Well, you’re going to have to do something, eventually. We both will.”

Carter shook his head. “It’s just a hobby.”

“It’s sure an expensive hobby.”

Carter had grinned. “That’s the one good thing about the movie business. It pays my dad enough to afford all this shit.”

The attic stairs were at the end of the second floor hall and were narrower and steeper than the others in the house. The door at the top bore two vintage ‘70s movie posters: The Incredible Melting Man and The Devil’s Rain. Oddly enough, Carter had purchased all of his horror movie posters prior to his interest in the mechanics of horror movies. He had started a movie poster collection when he was a little kid, about the same time Adam had started his.

The door was locked, so Adam knocked hard and shouted Carter’s name to be heard above the music. The music lowered and the door opened.

“Hey!” Carter said. He wore an enormous T2 T-shirt—even on Carter it was billowy—and a pair of baggy, dark blue shorts. His hands appeared to have been sprayed with blood. “C’mon in.”

Adam closed the door and followed Carter into the brightly lighted room. More movie posters covered the walls and slanted ceiling.

“What are you working on?” Adam asked. He went with Carter to a rectangular table stained with paint and covered with what would look to most people like junk. Adam saw the work in progress.

In front of him lay a severed male human head. No, it looked more like it had been torn off than severed. The neck ended in a dangling mass of bloody meat, veins, and a stump of neck bone. Carter had been putting on the gory finishing touches.

“Carter, that’s…disgusting,” Adam said, and he meant it. “Really awful. I don’t know if I can look at it much longer.”

Carter grinned. “Thank you. Here, look at this.” He put an index finger in the mouth and pulled it open. It looked as if the head had been silenced in the middle of a scream. “And this.” He reached into the mouth with thumb and finger and pulled a pliable, glistening tongue forward until it rested on the bottom teeth. Even the teeth, which were not perfectly straight—one in the front was even chipped—looked remarkably authentic. “This moves, too.” He wiggled the stump of neck bone, which ended in a jagged break on the bottom. Then closed his fist on the long salt-and-pepper hair that fell all around the bald pate. Held up the head by the hair and let it dangle, face tilted slightly downward. It looked as if he had just ripped it off the body.

Adam shook his head in awe. “Does it work?”

“Haven’t tried it yet.”

“Are you going to try it on Devin?”

“Nah, I’m getting tired of trying stuff on him. He’s too easy. You tell him bell-bottoms have come back, he jumps on a chair and screams like a woman.” He shrugged. “Maybe I’ll try it on Mrs. Sanchez, I don’t know.” He leaned back in his chair, yawned and stretched, rubbed the back of his neck with one paint-stained hand. “I’ve been doing this since about seven-thirty this morning. My neck feels like his looks,” he said, nodding at the head on the table. He stood. “I didn’t eat any breakfast. Wanna get some lunch?”

“Sure, sounds good. But there’s something I thought you’d like to do with me first.”

“Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

“Well…it’s a long story.”

“Sounds mysterious.”

“Not really. I’ll tell you in the car.”

Carter rolled his eyes. “You writers. Everything’s gotta be a story. I’ve gotta take a shower and change clothes.”

They left the attic and went down the narrow stairs. In the hall, Carter lumbered along beside Adam and asked, “Hey, got any plans for tonight? There’s a showing of the 1936 Flash Gordon serial. All thirteen chapters, back to back.”

“Is that the one with the flying dildos with sparklers stuck up their—”

“Hey! It was the Star Wars of its time! Those effects were state of the art!”

Adam laughed. “You special effects guys. Always defending your flying dildos.”

While Carter took a shower, Adam sat on the end of his bed and played a game on Carter’s Playstation.

Carter Brandis stood six feet, three inches tall and weighed well over three hundred pounds. Even though he had an ample belly, he looked imposing and powerful rather than sloppily fat. At least, that was how he looked to people who did not know him. If you knew him as well as Adam did, you knew there was not an ounce of imposing flesh on his genuinely large bones.

Even back in the third grade, Carter had been overweight, and had been picked on mercilessly by the other kids, which was probably why Adam—who had always been picked on for being scrawny—had approached him during recess one day and introduced himself. From junior high to graduation, Adam gained on his classmates in height but remained skinny. Carter, on the other hand, sprouted until he towered over all the other students and most of his teachers, but he got fatter as well.

Carter’s biggest problem was exercise, because he got very little, if any at all. He was sedentary, spent most of his time working in the attic. But even before he had begun his expensive hobby, he had never been active, preferring to watch a movie, read a book, or just sit and talk to doing anything physical.

Adam often asked Carter to join him for a swim, a brisk walk, or a game of tennis, but he always refused. Adam did not want to be like so many other people—“You really should lose some weight, Carter,” and, “You need some exercise, big guy,”—and tell Carter what he should do. He knew Carter was as sensitive as he. But Adam was concerned for his friend’s health.

Since being with Gwen the day before, when she had told him he needed to work out because he was scrawny, Adam had been thinking, and the thinking had developed into a plan, and the plan had led him to Carter’s house. He was pretty sure it would not work, but decided to try it anyway.

Carter entered the room wearing a robe and carrying a towel. “Have you ever seen Mimi Rogers naked?”

“No, she wouldn’t take her clothes off, the bitch. But she gives great head.” Adam kept playing the video game.

“Smartass.” He threw the towel over his head and briskly scrubbed at his wet, dirty-blonde hair. “I saw her in some movie on Skinemax late last night. Full Body Massage. Ever seen it?”

“I’ve seen the box in the video store. Any good?”

“Who cares?” Carter said as he started to get dressed. “I mean, I don’t even remember what it was about. I just remember Mimi Rogers naked. She’s, like, one of the greatest special effects ever put on film. Her tits are…well, they’ve practically got their own weather systems. Each of them. And they’re real.”

“You’re sure?”

“First of all, the only women who intentionally have their tits blown up that big are in the porn business. Mimi’s breasts are totally an act of God. They moved, for one thing, like tits’re supposed to.”

“You’ve researched this? The whole thing about the women in porn?”

“Lick me.”

Adam laughed, then said, “Shit,” when he was killed on the television screen. He put the control down and stood. “So, did you tape it?”

“No, but it’s on again next weekend.” Carter’s hair was still wet, but he swept a comb through it after putting on a Babylon 5 T-shirt and a pair of baggy black jeans that were thin at the knees. “Okay, so what’s this mysterious thing you’re gonna tell me about?”

“Oh, nothing much,” Adam said with a shrug. “I just wondered if you wanted to come to the house because Dad’s having Mimi Rogers over for lunch, and I thought you’d—”

Carter’s mouth dropped open and his eyes became hubcaps. “Are you shitting me?”

Adam laughed so hard, he staggered backward and almost fell on the bed. He was a lousy liar and could never sustain a gag. Carter had a poker face and the willingness to say just about anything that might get a reaction from someone, but he was a sucker.

Carter swept his towel up off the floor and threw it at Adam. “You bitch!”

Still laughing, Adam said, “C’mon, let’s go. I’ll tell you about it on the way.”

Carter followed him into the hall and closed his bedroom door. “On the way to where?”

“Mimi Rogers’s house.”

“Oh, would you just—you can eat my crustiest pair of shorts!”

Adam laughed all the way down the stairs.

“Holy Jesus Christ!” Carter barked, turning to Adam in the car. Once again, his jaw hung loose, eyes wide. “You…you’re joking, right? That’s the only reason you showed up today, isn’t it? To mess with my head?”

“Nope. No joke.” Adam was grinning.

“That sorta thing…it only happens in letters to Penthouse.” Carter’s forehead wrinkled with a deep frown as he processed the new information. “But isn’t that, like…incest?”

“She married my dad, that’s all. We’re not related by blood.”

“Yeah, but still, that’s…well, look, Adam, I’m not dissin’ you, but…there’s just something a little too…Woody Allen about it, you know? It seems a little sick, doing a woman you call Mom.”

“I don’t call her ‘Mom.’ I’ve never called her ‘Mom.’”

“Even so, Adam, think about it. That’s you and your dad parkin’ your skinmobiles in the same garage, you know what I mean?”

Adam laughed. “Yeah, I know, it is a little weird, but I—”

“A little weird? There’s hardly any difference than if you and your dad were doin’ her at the same time.”

“Oh no, uh-uh,” Adam said sternly, shaking his head. He was no longer laughing and his smile had disappeared without a trace. “No, there’s a big difference. He doesn’t even know about it. And if he did, he’d probably kill me with his bare hands.”

Carter turned his head side to side slowly and said, “No, man, you’re kidding yourself. You’re both doin’ the same woman!”

“But not at the same time.”

“So what’s the big difference?”

“For one thing, we’re not doing her at the same time, like I said. If we were, I’d never be able to get it up, and I’d probably puke trying.”

Neither of them said anything for a while. Adam was about to turn on the radio when he noticed Carter was glancing at him every few seconds with a sheepish expression.

“What?” Adam asked.

“Well, it’s kinda personal, but…what’s she like?”

Adam smirked. “You mean in bed?”

“Hey. Alex Trebeck. Yes, in bed.”

“Well, she’s better than being sodomized by a bull elephant.”

“Cut the shit.”

Adam’s smirk became a smile as he took in a deep breath. “Here’s a bombshell. She’s got reloads.”

“Oh, bite me, she does not. I’ve seen her in a bikini and those are—”

“I’ve felt them, Carter.”

“You…you mean, her funbags have…little funbags inside?”

Adam nodded. “Back-up funbags.”

“Shit. But…they move. Remember that day I was over at your house and she was wearing that T-shirt with no bra? I was so worried you’d want to leave the room before she did, because there was no way I could’ve stood up. Her breasts jiggled under that T-shirt, Adam. They jiggled.”

“Looks like strides are being made in the field of funbagology, Carter.” Carter said nothing for several seconds, then let out a long sigh, as if he were exhausted. Rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I don’t know, Adam. I mean, doing something like that, doing your stepmom…” He dropped his hands and turned to Adam. “You’re either gonna burn in Hell or end up on The Jerry Springer Show.”

“I’d prefer Hell.”
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Adam’s idea had been to take Gwen’s advice, join a health club, and put some muscle on his bones, and to get Carter to join with him. Carter was reluctant at first but, still stunned by the revelation that Adam had been having sex with his dad’s wife, he agreed to give it a try, especially when Adam said he would not do it without him. Adam drove them to The Spectrum, a Beverly Hills health club where his mother had been a member for as long as he could remember.

The Spectrum was a bad idea. Adam had forgotten that it catered mostly to industry types, from studio suits to actors. They left immediately.

“I don’t like living around them, and with one of them,” Adam said, back in the car. “I sure as hell don’t want to sweat with them.”

They went to the one place in Los Angeles where people in the movie business would not be caught dead: Hollywood. They joined Sal’s Gym and Sauna, a little piece of strip mall just off Sunset. The place was as quiet as a mausoleum when Sal himself took them on a tour of the equipment. They got lockers and worked out for a while, laughing the whole time, feeling like idiots on the exercise equipment.

On the way back to the car, Adam noticed a bookstore a few doors down in the strip mall, The Book Place. Neither had seen it before and went inside to look around.

It was a used bookstore, but with a hippyish, New-Agey look and feel. Along with the large selection of books, the store sold scented candles, potpourri, and incense. Their aromas blended into a sweet, cloying smell that made them both wrinkle their noses when they walked in.

Carter went to the magazine shelves while Adam made his way slowly up and down the narrow aisles between tall shelves of books.

She stepped in front of him so abruptly, Adam almost ran into her.

“Hi,” she said, smiling.

Pale, with hair a deep red, pulled back from the sides and held with something in back, while loose strands cascaded past her shoulders. She said nothing after “hi,” but did not move. Just stood there smiling crookedly. There was a dimple in her left cheek, where the corner of her mouth turned down instead of up like the right. In contrast to her dark red hair, her pale blue eyes exploded from her face in spite of her slight squint. A charming squint.

“I bet you’re looking for something interesting,” she said.

Adam realized he had not replied to her greeting, just stared at her. He cleared his throat and said, “Um…hi.” Instantly, he realized how stupid that sounded because she had already said something else, moved forward in the exchange. He felt like an idiot.

“Do I need to talk slower?” she said.

“Oh, no. Um…I just…I was startled, I guess.”

“Okay Hi.”

“Hi.”

“I bet you’re looking for something interesting.”

“Always.” He finally smiled.

“Let me guess.” She looked into his eyes, squinted a little more, ran a fingertip along her lower lip. Turning, she walked deeper into the store, slowly, and Adam followed. “Elmore Leonard. Or…no! Something gritty but darker. Ummm…David Martin? Thomas Harris?”

“Adam Julian.”

“Oh. Who’s he?”

“That would be, um…me.”

“Oh!” She turned to him with wide eyes. “What do you write?”

“The songs. You know…the ones that make the whole world sing.” Embarrassment burned in Adam’s neck and cheeks. He did not know why he had said it or where it had come from, but it had slipped by the censors and was on the air.

His palms were wet, but there were no tremors in his legs yet. When he was overly nervous or stressed, his legs became possessed by the shivers. Carter said it made him look like Don Knotts in Alien, but there was nothing Adam could do about it.

Then she laughed! The sound so surprised Adam, he took an abrupt step backward. It was such a bright sound, so embracing. And it was not quiet.

“My mom listens to his music sometimes,” she said. “Course, she also listens to the Grateful Dead.”

They came to a wall of shelves at the end of the aisle. Adam recognized it as the horror section because it held the works of only two authors: Stephen King and Dean Koontz. The girl looked around at the books, spread her arms, and said, “Ah, the giants.” Then she giggled. “I bet you don’t know what that line’s from.”

“Star Trek IV: The Journey Home,” Adam said. “That was Spock responding to Kirk’s explanation of profanity. Kirk identified its source as the popular writers of the time, the collected works of Jacqueline Suzanne and Harold Robbins. And Spock said, ‘Ah. The giants.’”

Her smile stalled, mouth dropped open. “That’s good. That’s very good. Alyssa Huffman.”

“Never heard of her.”

“She would be me.” She grinned.

“Oh! And what do you write?”

Her grin tilted slightly and for a brief moment, became deeply naughty. “Things that would give both my parents strokes if they ever read my diary. Maybe I’ll let you read it sometime.” She looked around. “Horror? Is this where you were going?”

“I don’t know where I was going. My friend and I just came in to look around, see what kind of store you had.”

“The guy at the magazines?”

“Yeah. Carter.”

“Well, it’s a…booky kind of store. Unless you just ran out of strawberries-and-honey incense.”

“In which case it would be an incensey kind of store.”

She nodded. “Pretty much.” She turned and headed back toward the front.

Alyssa was dressed in black. Black tank top, skirt with a slit up the side to reveal black net stockings and pseudo-Victorian-style pointy-toed boots. Against all the black, her skin was like milk. She had beautiful lips. Full, lush, Janeane Garofalo lips. They were painted a deep red, but Adam thought they would look much better without it.

They passed through the romance section. As a boy, Adam had been struck by the number of romance novels in bookstores. They almost seemed to reproduce on the shelves before his eyes. He’d decided to search for the secret to their popularity and had bought a few at random. One of the novels was called Passion’s Stormy Sea, by Teresa Laree Montgomery. He could remember nothing about the novel except for a single phrase, which had haunted him ever since. “A mouth like a ripened fruit.” It had made no sense to him. Ripened fruit? What kind of fruit? A banana? Depending on how ripened, that could be disgusting. An orange? An apple?

Alyssa’s lips reminded him of that phrase. The words suddenly sprang to life. His immediate response to seeing her lips had been a desire to put his mouth over them and suck, as he would suck on a ripe fruit. A peach, a pear, any fruit. He suddenly realized the fruit itself, which had thrown him for so long, was not the point.

Her bracelets and necklaces of black and silver chittered together as she walked. A step behind her, Adam let his eyes move over her body. Tall and shapely. Loose in her movements, comfortable in her body. Dressed as if she had just returned from a black mass, ritual sacrifice, and book signing at Anne Rice’s place.

“You work here, right?” Adam asked.

“Yep. I know this store inside and out. I grew up here.”

“In the store?”

“Practically. My parents own it.”

“You must read a lot.”

“Almost always.”

“Who do you like?”

She stopped walking and thought a moment.

“Wait,” Adam said. “Please promise me you won’t say Anne Rice.”

“What’s wrong with Anne Rice?” she asked, turning to him.

“Well, I guess it’s a matter of taste. Like anything else. But I think people who like her work as well as people who don’t can agree that it’s better read than worn.”

She pressed her lips together and there was a quick flash of fire in her eyes. For a moment, Adam thought he had said the wrong thing, that she was angry.

“Are you making some kind of judgment of me based on my clothes?” she asked.

He responded quickly. “Oh, no, no, not a judgment. Just an educated guess.”

“Yeah, sure.” The flames in her eyes crackled again as she cocked a hand on her hip. “You think because I’m wearing all black, I read Anne Rice and listen to Bauhaus and obsess over role playing games and hang out in basements with other losers and assorted children of the night. Right?”

Adam thought, Must…get…foot…from mouth! “Well, I didn’t say that,” he said.

“You were thinking it. Weren’t you?”

He decided not to bother arguing. “Yes. I was. The black clothes, black nail polish…I don’t know what got into me.”

“How do you know I’m not, like, in mourning? How do you know my boyfriend wasn’t just killed in a drive-by shooting and I’m wearing black to mourn my loss? Or maybe black reflects how I feel inside after years of sexual abuse from my father, for which my mother blames me. Maybe that’s why I wear black.”

Adam tensed, prepared himself for the worst. “Is…is any of that true?”

“Nah. It’s the goth thing, like you thought. But my heart’s not in it.” She shrugged her shoulders and her breasts moved freely beneath the black tank top. “My friends kinda got into it and I didn’t have anything better to do, so I went along with it. I’m not too crazy about the subculture, myself. There’s way too much piercing going on, for one thing. Come to think of it, I’m not too crazy about the friends I got into it with.”

The door rang open and three chatty women came into the store. Alyssa went behind the counter, found a notepad and wrote something. Ripped the page out and handed it to Adam, smiling.

“The address is where to be tonight at ten,” she said. “The phone number is where to call if you can’t find where to be.”

“Where is this?”

“My house. Come pick me up.”

Adam smiled. “To go where?”

“Anywhere. Wherever.”

“No, uh…no walking through graveyards, or anything, right?”

She laughed softly and leaned over the counter, their faces close. Her breath smelled of cinnamon. “Don’t worry, I’ve got a whole closet full of very non-Rice clothing. I’ll wear some for you.”

“I’m kidding. You can wear anything you want.”

“Okay. And I won’t make you walk through any cemeteries.”

“We can walk by,” Adam said. “I’m just not comfortable with actually walking on the dead.”

In the car on the way home, Adam talked of nothing but Alyssa.

“Are you outta your mind?” Carter barked. “You don’t wanna mess with those goth chicks, man, they’re trouble with a capital N, for ‘neurosis’. They don’t live in the real world. They latch on and never let go. They want your blood, man. Literally!”

Adam laughed. “They’re harmless. They just want to belong somewhere, like all of us.”

“Hey. Dr. Drew. I’m gonna start puking all over the upholstery, here. Turn on CNN if you don’t believe me. They’re in the news all the time. Killing their parents, shooting up their schools. Hell, without those freaks, Anne Rice would probably be writing greeting cards for Hallmark!”

“There’s nothing wrong with this girl, Carter. She’s not like those people. She just wears the clothes because her friends do.”

“Yeah, sure, that’s how it starts. That’s how she’ll do it to you, a little at a time. Pretty soon, she’ll have you wearing black suits from the Salvation Army store. Then a shirt with ruffles and puffy sleeves. Next thing you know, you’re lurking down Melrose looking like Andy Warhol’s mortician.”

“Nobody’s gonna make me wear anything, jeez.”

“They drink blood, you gym teacher, don’t you watch Dateline? 20/20? The Learning Channel? I mean, they’re not, like, real vampires, or anything, but they drink each other’s blood, I’m not shitting you! You’re gonna start showing up with Band-Aids all over, it’ll happen.”

“Are you through?”

“Yeah. All I’m sayin’ is…be careful out there, okay?”

“There’s nothing to be careful about. This girl’s different.” Adam’s voice lowered when he added, “She’s special.”

Although Carter tried to change the subject, Alyssa was all Adam could think about the rest of the way home, and for the rest of the day.
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The sun mockingly slowed its pace as it made its way across the sky. Adam kept himself busy as time stretched. He worked on a short story, did some reading, watched a little television. He consulted the map of the Los Angeles area tacked to the inside of his closet door and found the shortest route to Alyssa’s house. Above all, he lay low, avoiding his dad and Gwen.

Time still did not pass fast enough. Adam stripped, went into his bathroom and turned on the shower. As the water hissed, he put a CD into the boom box on a windowsill just outside the shower. Dave Brubeck’s Time Out.

Ever since he was a little kid, Adam had thought “Take Five” was the coolest piece of music in the universe. It had been his mother’s favorite, too. She had been a jazz lover, and it had been the soundtrack of their long days together before he started school. He had loved it because she had loved it. She used to laugh so hard when he danced to “Blue Rondo a la Turk,” spinning around and around. Adam kept her collection of CDs, tapes, and records in his room. The music soothed him, made him feel safe. He turned it up and got into the shower.

Piano, sax, bass, and drums cut clearly through the shower’s hiss. Eyes closed, Adam scrubbed shampoo into his hair.

A hollow clack sounded in the steam. The latch on the shower door.

He turned around and opened his eyes, which were stung by shampoo suds. But someone was there. The shower door closed again. He spun around and put his face under the stream, scrubbed at his eyes.

Soft hands slid over his back. Around to his chest.

Gwen. Adam smiled as he rinsed his hair.

She stepped close, so her breasts pressed against him.

It was not Gwen. The breasts were too small, body too short.

Gooseflesh crawled over Adam’s arms and shoulders in spite of the hot steam. He turned around and stepped back, away from the hands. He meant to say something, but could think of nothing appropriate to say to a total stranger in his shower.

She smiled as he stared at her. Tanned and curved, she stood in a careful pose that suggested she knew it, and knew how best to show it off.

When the girl started to move toward him, Adam held up both hands and said, “Uh, look, y’know…not that I really mind, or anything, but…who are you and what are you doing in my shower?”

She moved forward again, and when Adam put up his hands, she pressed hers to them, slid her fingers between his. Locked them together. She smiled. It was an amused smile.

“I’m Rain,” she said. When Adam looked confused, she continued: “I thought we oughtta get to know each other. We’re gonna be spending a lotta time together.”

“We are?”

“Yep. For as long as I can take it, anyway. Long as I’m here, I want to make sure there’s somebody to fuck.” She had a generous mouth, and it spread into a large smile now, revealing small, impeccably white teeth. “Got a problem with that?”

Cold water splashed in Adam’s stomach when he realized who she was.

Gwen named her daughter Rain? he thought.

Her eyes darted over his face before she dropped suddenly, disappeared from Adam’s field of vision. He felt her breath on his penis, which was already hard.

“Okay, wait a second, wait a second,” he said as he grabbed her upper arms and lifted her. “Maybe, uh…I don’t know…” He turned off the shower. “Maybe we should step out of the shower and talk.”

“You don’t look like you wanna have a fuckin’ conversation, honey,” she said, smiling at his erection.

He turned off the shower, stepped around her—skin slid together like satin—opened the door and stepped out. He grabbed his towel and scrubbed his wet hair, then his body as he left the bathroom. He heard her moving around behind him as he opened a dresser drawer and poked around inside.

It was a messy drawer, like all the others. He could not find his new underwear. Now that there was a horny naked girl in his room, the only underwear he could find were the boxers he had bought at a science fiction convention, all covered with Japanese movie monsters. Godzilla, Rodan, Mothra, Ghidra, all over his underwear. He closed the drawer, opened another.

“I like your ass,” Rain said casually, getting closer. “It’s a happy ass.”

“Thank you,” Adam said. “You should’ve been here last week when it was really depressed. You could’ve cheered it up.” He found a pair of gray cotton boxers, put them on.

“Hey, you’re putting away the fuckin’ toys,” she said, beside him now. “Got a hot date, or something?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.” He turned to find a shirt.

“Why do you talk like that?”

Adam stopped, turned to her. “Like…what?”

“Like Mr. Douglas on My Three Sons. Y’know, on TV Land? Like you got a long stick wrapped in silk shoved so far up your ass, it’s operating your head.”

Adam gave it some thought. “You mean…like a ventriloquist dummy?”

She went to him, put her arms around his waist and leaned on him. “No, I mean like Mr. Douglas on My Three Sons. And Mr. Douglas on Green Acres, too, come to think of it. Coupla fuckin’ hard-ons.”

“Are you saying I’m a hard-on?”

“You have a hard-on.” She laughed, then gnawed on his neck.

“But are you saying I am one?”

Her eyes flitted over the features of his face, over his hair. “Maybe a little uptight.”

“Well, however it seems to you, I’m not uptight.” He went to his closet. “I am kind of anxious to get ready for my date, though.” He put on a shirt, then jeans. “Um, in fact, you might want to put on some clothes, too.”

“I like being naked.”

“What if your mother walks in?”

Rain frowned and walked over to Adam, stood in front of him. “Why would she just walk into your bedroom?”

“She lives here, it’s her house, remember?” At the same time, he was thinking, Oh, shit, can she tell? Is there some kind of mother-daughter mind meld thing nobody told me about?

He tried combing his hair in the mirror, but she kept getting in his way, frowning, eyes moving slowly up and down his body.

“Have you been fucking my mom?” she asked.

Adam felt the question in his intestines. Rolled his eyes. “Of course not.”

“Well, don’t. She’s trouble.”

“You think?”

“She’s a cunt. I hate her guts. How about you? What’s your dad like?”

“My dad? He’s like waking up on Christmas morning with a case of explosive diarrhea and shingles all over your body.”

“He’s…huh?”

“He’s an asshole.”

“Yeah, she knows how to pick ’em. Shoulda met my last dad.” She slowly looked around at the things on the walls and shelves.

Adam sat on the edge of his bed to put on socks and sneakers. “Oh, that’s right. I heard about your dad. I’m really sorry about that.”

“About what?”

“The fire.”

“Oh, that.” She laughed. “You don’t have to be sorry about that.”

Certain he had misunderstood her, he said, “What?”

“Oops. Shouldn’ta said that, huh?” She smiled poutingly.

“What do you mean, I don’t have to be sorry about that?”

She giggled and pulled him with her as she flopped onto the mattress. Put an arm across his chest, ran fingers through his hair. “C’mon, let’s fuck,” she said.

“I’m not dressed for it.”

“So take ’em off, dammit.” She pulled at his shirt. “Why’d you put ’em on in the first fuckin’ place, anyway?” she asked, her voice suddenly loud and angry.

“Hey, hey, stop it, okay?” He pushed her hands away and sat up. “Are you on drugs, or something?”

“Just a little.” She sat up, threw herself onto Adam and pinned him to the mattress. “Want some?” she asked. Her mouth was on his before he could reply.

Adam’s lips experienced fresh new sensations as they were, for the first time ever, sucked open. His tongue was drawn out hard, its roots straining. Cheeks compressed, gums puckered. His lungs emptied as breath was sucked out of them, and he suspected teeth had shifted in his head. She ground herself against his erection while opening his jeans with her right hand wedged between them.

With a firm push, Adam got her off of him. Pulled his head back to peel their faces apart. The disengagement of their mouths sounded unearthly.

“You want some?” Rain asked.

“Some what?”

“Drugs. You were asking.”

“No, I don’t want any drugs. Don’t you watch Cops? You want to show up on Fox being hog-tied and thrown in the back seat of a patrol car?”

“What makes you think I’d have to be hog-tied?” Rain asked.

“You’re right. They’d probably taser you just to save time.”

“I’ve fucked a few cops. They were all so stuck on themselves. Kept wanting to hear how big their cocks were. Average or less, every one of them.”

“Was this a series of incidents?” Adam asked. “Or did you all meet at once?”

Rain lay on her back, propped up on her elbows, legs wide open. Her face was angular, sculpted. Hard. Her eyes, large and deep brown, were half-closed as they looked around the room. Delicate cheekbones and a perfectly straight nose hinted at a beauty somehow concealed, while the rest of her face remained guarded, closed up. A small cartoon mushroom-cloud tattoo was frozen in mid-explosion from the top of her left nipple.

“What, you mean was it a gangbang?” she asked. “So what if it was, huh?”

Uncomfortable, embarrassed, Adam tried to think of a way to cut down the fallout from his remark. “Then you, uh…you must have been very tired afterwards.”

“I’ll tell you what I was. Not in trouble with my dad, who never found out his little girl had been stripping in a pool hall and selling blow jobs in the storeroom. In exchange for the train, the cops fixed it for me. We all have ways of getting what we want, Mr. Douglas. Mine is sex. What’s yours?”

Adam found himself chuckling. “Sorry, I’m not laughing at you. My dad…he gets them small parts in his movies. The cops. In exchange for no speeding tickets.”

Rain shrugged a shoulder and cocked her head in a knowing, cynical way. “Hey. Whatever it takes, huh?”

He looked across the room at the U.S.S. Enterprise 1701 clock on top of his dresser. “I should move my butt.” As Adam stood, his jeans dropped. He didn’t even see Rain move. Suddenly on her knees in front of him, she pulled down his boxers. Ignorant of morals and good taste, deeply unconcerned with previous obligations, and thoroughly incapable of giving a single thought to practicality, Adam’s penis stood rigid and wet. The hot, liquid sheath of her mouth covered his erection and knocked his knees out from under him. He fell onto the bed with a loud, breathy, trembling moan.

Whatever she had done with her mouth while kissing him withered in comparison to the abilities she demonstrated on his erection. She sucked at the underside of his penis and made him press his head back hard into the mattress. She used her lips, tongue, teeth to devour him, drown him in pleasures that bordered on pain. Time disappeared, and Adam kept forgetting where he was. Entire trains of thought were sucked off their tracks and out of his mind.

He lifted his head and blinked his bleary eyes. Rain was on top of him. She seemed to hop onto his erection. Growled more as she moved on him frantically. It was not a noise that sounded like a growl. It was a growl.

Red-alert klaxons went off in Adam’s head. He was not wearing a condom. He tried to sit up as he stammered, “Hey, no, uh-uh, whoa—”

Rain slammed him back down, fingernails clawed his nipples. Adam cried out in pain when her nails dug in and a couple broke flesh.

“Where the fuck you think you’re goin’?” She spoke in the growl, sounded unsettlingly similar to the demon’s voice in The Exorcist.

Disturbed by the fact that he was not using protection, Adam tried to roll her off him. She suddenly clutched his throat with both hands and squeezed.

What the hell is she doing? Adam thought.

Rain appeared to be strangling him, and it seemed she had committed herself to the task. She moved faster on him, angry movements. Arms straight, elbows locked. Her nails dug into his neck on each side while her thumbs pressed hard on his trachea.

Adam’s face felt hot and puffy. A fire ignited at the closure of his throat and roared down into his lungs. He flailed his arms and kicked at first, then grabbed her wrists, loosened her hold on him almost enough to get a breath, but something threw him. Rain squeezed his cock with strong vaginal muscles, hard enough to make Adam cry out. If he were not being strangled.

Adam punched her in the side of the head and she let go of his throat, fell back, but not off of him. She bucked harder and harder, growling behind clenched teeth. It sounded like pain and rage and fear, all rolled into one dangerous sound.

Gasping for breath, coughing, Adam tried to sit up. His throat felt broken, but he could breathe again. Once up, he put his hands on Rain’s ribs, ready to throw her off. But he did not.

The entire time he was unable to breathe, Rain had been riding him like Debra Winger rode the mechanical bull in Urban Cowboy. He had felt every bit of it, even as his vision blurred and his lungs became molten lava. Now, still gulping air into his lungs, he was about to come.

Adam embraced her. Rain kissed him, growled down his throat, rattled his organs. Her nails clawed his back as she sucked on his neck, bit him hard.

Adam’s orgasm was, as far as he was concerned, amazing. But it was drowned out and swallowed up by the ferocity and trauma of Rain’s. She threw him back on the bed and writhed and bucked on him. Her short wet hair seemed to stand on end as she uttered a long, senseless stream of obscenities, spat them in the same scary growling voice. Then she howled.

“Shh-shh!” Adam put a hand over her mouth. She bit it. “Ow, Goddamnit, what the hell is wrong with you?”

Rain slowed down, slowly. The howling and clawing stopped. Finally, only their breathing remained. She smiled and rolled off him.

“Mmmm,” she purred, “you play nice, Big Brother.”

“Please don’t do that.”

“Don’t do what?”

“Call me Big Brother.”

“Too creepy for ya?” She laughed.

He propped himself up on an elbow and touched her chin, turned her head toward him. “I’m really sorry about hitting you,” he said.

Rain pushed his hand away and sat up on the edge of the bed. “Hey, don’t apologize. Like I said, Mr. Douglas, you play nice. And we’re just down the hall from each other. Fuckin’ A, huh?” She tossed a smile over her shoulder.

Did she want me to hit her? Adam thought as he stood. He undressed quickly, went to the bathroom and showered again. Afterward, he went back into the bedroom to find his towel.

Rain browsed through his desk drawers. “You got any pot?” she asked.

“No,” he lied. “Are you, um, on the pill, by any chance?” He dried quickly, then began to dress again.

“Course I’m on the pill, Mr. Douglas. I look like the fuckin’ mommy type to you?”

“Do you have any, um…you know, diseases?”

“Had my tonsils taken out when I was eight, and I got chicken pox when I was ten, that’s about it. How about you?”

He ignored the question. “Could you please stop going through my drawers?”

She turned to him. “What would you hide from your little sister?”

Adam was becoming impatient. “And quit saying that,” he snapped. “We are not related.”

“Next time, you come to my room. That’s where all the goodies are.”

“There won’t be a next time,” Adam said. Even as he spoke, he knew it sounded harsh. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that like it sounded, because that…well, what we just did was…pretty incredible. It’s just that…well, come on, be realistic. I mean, what if Peter Brady started fucking Jan Brady? You don’t think there would’ve been trouble? Alice would know immediately, of course, but the others would catch on. Next thing you know, they’ve gotta call Sam the butcher to pull Mr. Brady off a semi-conscious Peter and there’s blood all over the place.”

She stared at him open-mouthed, nose wrinkled. “What the fuck’re you talkin’ about?”

“I’m saying that what just happened here can’t happen again.” He sat on the bed again and quickly put on his shoes.

“But it happened, right?”

“Yes, but it’s not going to happen again.” He went to the full-length mirror beside his dresser.

“What if I want it to happen again?” Rain asked.

“Then I’m sorry to disappoint you.” As he blow-dried his hair, Rain appeared in the mirror, behind him. Lovely, but cold, hardened. Her mouth moved, but he heard nothing over the blow-dryer’s high jet-like whine. She put her hands on her hips, looked angry as she spoke.

When he was done, Adam turned off the blow-dryer.

“—see who’ll suck your cock like that in prison,” Rain was saying.

“What? I couldn’t hear you over the blow-dryer.”

“I was just explaining to you that I’ll be wanting to do that again in the future, and that means we’ll be doing it.”

“You mean sex?”

“Yep.”

He combed his hair. “Look, I’m not gonna do it. It’s just too creepy, okay? Nothing personal, but you’re my dad’s wife’s daughter.”

“You just did.”

“And that was a big mistake. As nice as it was, it would only cause—”

“How old do you think I am?”

The significance of her question went through him like the glimmering steel blade of a sword. He turned to her, and she was smiling. But it was not warm or funny or sexy or playful. It was a gotcha smile, and it was mean.

As if in class, Rain raised her hand and said, “Sixteen.”

Adam ran the pad of his thumb back and forth over the teeth of his comb. It made the same sound his nerves were making at that moment, just beneath his skin.

“What…what the hell does that mean?” he asked.

“Just that I like our relationship the way it is. That’s all.”

“No.” He pointed the comb at her. “No, you’re telling me you’re calling the shots here, right? That if I don’t do what you want, you’re gonna turn me in. Right?” He clenched his teeth angrily as he waited for her reply.

Rain retrieved a red and blue silk happy coat from the floor. Slipped it on and smiled. “You watch too many movies, Big Brother,” she said as she left the room.


SIX

For the first time since Christmas, Adam used his cellular phone to call ahead and tell Alyssa he would be a little late. He had taken a wrong turn somewhere and was in the wrong neighborhood.

Adam hated cellular phones. Placed them among the most significant harbingers of the coming fall of humankind. They elevated the very concept of self-involvement to a new level with the conviction that it is necessary for everyone to be able to contact you at every second, no matter where you are or what you are doing. Adam had not wanted the phone, but when his dad gave it to him for Christmas, he had accepted it graciously and planned to exchange it.

“If you exchange that, I’ll change all the locks next time you leave the house,” his dad had said. “You’ll have to get a job among the civilians.”

“But who would need to be able to reach me all the time?” Adam said.

“I might. Or you might need to call me.”

“Under what circumstances do you see that happening?”

“One of these days, your smartass tongue is going to wrap around your neck and strangle you to death, you know that? I’m telling you, Adam, you can’t function in life with that attitude. People will hate you, some will punch you, your life will be miserable. So knock it the fuck off, okay?”

“Okay, I just don’t think I need a cellphone.”

“What if something happens? A…a family emergency. You never know these days.”

“You never know these days” was one of Michael Julian’s ways of saying, in code, that you were irritating him, and if you kept it up, he might blow. Its alternates included, “Now, let’s just enjoy ourselves, okay?” and, “I think this is for the best,” and every now and then, “Hey, you’re irritating me, and if you keep it up, I might fucking blow.”

But Adam was not ready to let the topic go yet. He was genuinely confused. Surely his dad was not worried about his safety or whereabouts. It had to be something else.

“You really want me to have this, don’t you, Dad?”

“Want you to have it? I insist! Keep it with you wherever you go! See?” He took the cellphone from Adam to demonstrate. “It’s small, flips open like the communicators on that stupid show you like so much.”

Michael Julian refused to say Star Trek. He would use the word “star,” and probably the word “trek” if he could work it into a sentence, but he would not say Star Trek. Back in the mid-eighties, he had written a Star Trek script for Paramount. The script was not only rejected, he was banned from the Paramount lot. Rumor had it that, upon reading the script, Star Trek creator and executive producer Gene Roddenberry was so enraged, he hired someone to kill Michael Julian, but had a change of heart later that day.

Adam had read the script and counted nearly two hundred uses of the word “fuck.” The word “fuck” did not exist in the Star Trek universe, but obviously his dad had been unaware of that. It became even more evident he had never watched a single episode of the series when Adam read the nude shower scene his dad had written for Captain Kirk and a female alien. At one point in the script, Mr. Spock inexplicably fires “red beams of deadly laser light” from his eyes. And in a casual way, as if he did it all the time.

The script created quite a buzz. A phenomenally bad one. When Liz Smith mentioned the nude shower scene in her column, everyone started joking about it. Even Johnny Carson and David Letterman. Michael Julian had been humiliated, but somehow endured. He had bounced back quickly, and everyone loved him again when his next picture, Violent Movie, was a blockbuster. Michael was quick to remind everyone at any opportunity, “Gene Roddenberry’s dead.” But he still refused to say Star Trek. In the Michael Julian universe, Star Trek did not exist.

Adam asked, “What could possibly happen to me that would worry you so much?”

“Anything! A million fucking things! Just hang onto that and use it when you need to.”

Adam’s mind searched until it stumbled over one of the biggest fears of celebrities in Los Angeles, especially those with children: kidnapping. The public remained unaware of the phobia, just as it was unaware of the guards and surveillance cameras, the labyrinthine security systems. The small guns tucked into purses and the larger ones concealed beneath expensive suit coats, carried by people who actively opposed handguns in public. People who knew guns would always be available to them simply because of who and what they were, no matter how the laws changed.

“Are you…are you actually afraid someone would kidnap me?” Adam had asked.

“Why the hell not? You know how many attempts are made every year? How many times it’s actually happened? But the cops are always right on it, the story never gets out, they’re good about that. Even the feds. That’s why I love this town.”

“Well, I’m touched that you’d worry, but…who would want to kidnap me?”

“Don’t be a shithead, Adam, nobody gives a fuck about you. They’d do it to get to me, to my money. They’d do it because you’re my son!”

Ah, so the truth comes out, Adam had thought. In case of kidnapping, I can use the cellphone to foil the kidnappers’ plot and save my dad a bundle in ransom. I wonder if he has kidnapping insurance. Why did he wait so long, for crying out loud?

“And what the hell is wrong with you, talking like that?” Michael had snapped. “‘I’m touched?’ Who talks like that, outside of fags and Oprah? Nobody! Michael Caine, maybe, because people expect it of him. But nobody else.”

The act of talking on the phone while driving—something that irritated Adam in other people—was made less bitter by Alyssa’s voice. By the time he approached her house, they had been talking for about ten minutes, trying to decide what to do together.

“There’s an around-the-clock Three Stooges marathon running at UCLA,” Adam said as he eased up to the curb in front of her house and turned off the engine. Alyssa was sitting on the porch with her cordless phone, but she stood when Adam got out of the car. “How does that sound?”

“Nice car,” she said, eyeing his convertible as she walked toward him across the lawn. “Cadillac?”

“Uh-huh. Nineteen-fifty-nine Fleetwood. Got it for my birthday. It makes my dad feel better about himself to give me expensive toys.”

“I wouldn’t mind just riding around in it for a while.”

“We could do that,” Adam said, crossing the lawn toward her. The gap between them closed fast, until they were standing face to face.

“Well,” she said, voice soft, quiet, “I guess I’ll see you later.”

“Yeah. Later.”

They hung up and Adam slipped the cellphone into his pocket. They smiled at each other for what seemed a long time, then closed the remaining space between them and kissed. It was so unexpected to both, they laughed afterward.

Still without a destination, Adam drove them around for a while. They ended up on the Santa Monica boardwalk in time to play a few games and get a couple chili dogs before the vendors closed. They leaned on the wooden railing overlooking the beach as they ate.
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