
[image: Cover: Road to Nowhere, by Christopher Pike]


The Road to Nowhere

Christopher Pike






NO ONE DOES IT BETTER THAN CHRISTOPHER PIKE



BURY ME DEEP

They buried Mike. But not deep enough…

WITCH

She saw the future. She saw death.

MONSTER

They were no longer human….

DIE SOFTLY

He took a picture of death….

REMEMBER ME

They killed her… but she came back.
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A SAD MOMENT

“Does this nothing have a name?” she asked.

He swallowed and nodded. “Yes.”

She was having trouble breathing. “Do I know her name?”

“Yes.”

She choked. “Oh God.”

Bill rolled over and took hold of her shoulders. There was pain on his face, but he was no mirror for her because her pain was beyond comprehension. When he spoke, his words sounded so stupid he should have kept his mouth shut.

“I didn’t want to hurt you,” he said.

“You can’t want her instead of me,” she whispered.

“Teresa, I didn’t want any of this.”

“Does she know?”

He raised his voice. “Of course she knows! She feels the same way I do. I’m telling you, we didn’t want this to happen.”

Teresa felt herself going into shock. Her mind couldn’t keep up with how fast her heart was sinking. “What happened?” she cried. “What have you two been doing together?”

“Nothing. I swear to you, nothing’s happened yet.”

She felt so exposed, so used. “ ‘Yet’?” she croaked. “Is something going to happen?”
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For My Mother
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LIGHTNING FLASHED IN TERESA CHAFEY’S eyes as she slammed the apartment door shut. The night air was cold. Thick clouds and thunder rolled in from the west. Rain began to fall. Teresa paused for a moment. Maybe she should go back inside, she thought, get her raincoat, her umbrella. Or maybe she should go back inside and stay inside. It was kind of late to run away from home.

But she didn’t want to go back into the apartment.

She had her reasons.

Teresa hurried toward the carport. The rain splashed her light brown hair, plastering the fine strands to her cheeks. But her face had been wet long before the rain touched it. She had been crying, and still was.

So many reasons to cry.

Her parents were away for the weekend. She stood in their empty parking place as she fumbled in her pockets for her car keys. Her mom and dad were in San Diego visiting her older brother, his wife, and their new baby—her niece, Kathy. They had wanted Teresa to go with them, but she had said she was too busy. They never called when they were away. She’d be long gone before they came home.

Her car was a red Mazda 626—four years old, in excellent shape. She opened the door and tossed an overnight bag in the backseat. She had packed little: stuff from her bathroom; an extra sweater, a change of underwear; her checkbook. She didn’t have much cash, maybe ninety bucks. She’d get a job—it would do until then. She climbed into the car and started the engine and pulled out of the carport. She wouldn’t be coming back, not for anything.

Teresa headed for the exit at the opposite end of the apartment complex. Turning onto the road, she aimed for the freeway, six miles away. She had no clear idea where she wanted to end up, except that her general direction was north. Maybe up the coast—it would be nice to have the ocean as a companion along the way. She lived in Los Angeles and thought she might not stop driving until she got to Canada. No one would find her there. Bill would think she’d died. She smiled at the thought. The bastard—let him sweat.

Bill was one of the reasons she was running away.

But not her only one, nor her biggest.

Teresa rolled down the window as she drove. She should have been cold with the rain rushing in, but she felt warm. She was actually sweating, as if she had a fever. The cold rain and air felt good against her skin, and it would keep her awake as she drove. She glanced at the clock on the dashboard—11:06. The sun would be coming up by the time she passed San Francisco. She knew she’d have to stop to rest eventually.

Teresa was within a couple hundred yards of the freeway on-ramp when she spotted the two hitchhikers. They were an interesting couple, even at a quick glance. The guy was dressed entirely in white, and had a head of dazzling blond hair. The girl was thin, pale; her long black hair hung straight to her waist. They stood in the pouring rain without umbrellas. Later, Teresa was to decide that was the reason she had picked them up; ordinarily she didn’t stop for hitchhikers. In fact, she’d never stopped before.

Teresa slowed and pulled over to the side of the road about thirty feet beyond them. The guy hurried up to the car, a long green garment bag in his hands. Teresa leaned over and rolled down the passenger-side window. He poked his head inside.

“Can we have a ride?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said.

“Where are you heading?”

“North.”

“Good.” The guy stood back and called to his partner. “Let’s go!”

The girl walked slowly toward the car. She had on white pants and a smart black leather coat, which the rain had to be destroying. Her black boots went almost to her knees. She was cute, the guy was, too. Teresa was surprised such a handsome couple would be so down on their luck that they’d have to hitch in the middle of a rainy night. They looked a couple years older than Teresa, who was eighteen.

“Hurry,” the guy called.

“I’m coming,” the girl answered.

The guy stuck his head inside the car window again. “Can I put this bag in the back?” he asked.

“Sure,” Teresa said, glancing in the rearview mirror. She didn’t want to get rear ended while doing her good deed for the night. Fortunately, traffic was light. The rain had kept everyone indoors. “Do you want to throw it in the trunk?” she asked as the guy opened the back door.

“No,” he said. The girl had reached the car, and the guy looked at her. “Do you want to sit in the back with the bag?” he asked.

“Do I have a choice?” the girl asked.

The guy grinned. “You always have a choice.”

The girl glanced at Teresa, what she could see of her with the rain blowing through the open passenger window. “I’ll sit in back,” the girl said flatly.

The two got in. The guy rolled up his window as Teresa pulled away from the curb and then drove onto the freeway. The speed limit was fifty-five; she always did ten miles over and never got a ticket. She glanced over at the guy. He was watching her.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Teresa.”

He offered his hand. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Freedom Jack.”

She shook his hand. It was as cold and wet as the night. “Is that your real name?” she asked.

“It’s what my mother calls me. But you can call me Free if you’d like.” He gestured over his shoulder. The girl had chosen to sit directly behind Teresa, which made Teresa uneasy. “This is my pal, Poppy Corn.”

Teresa frowned. “Pardon?”

“Poppy Corn,” the girl said.

‘That’s your real name?” Teresa asked.

“It’s what my father calls me,” the girl said.

“But you can call her Poppy,” Free said cheerfully. “You can call her anything you like, Poppy doesn’t care. She doesn’t care about anything. Ain’t that right, Poppy?”

“I suppose,” Poppy said. She tapped Teresa on the shoulder. “Can I smoke?”

“Yeah,” Teresa said reluctantly. She hated cigarette smoke. “Do you mind if I keep my window down partway?”

“It’s your car, you can do what you want,” Free said.

“The cold doesn’t bother me,” Poppy said.

“But the smoke bugs me,” Free said easily.

“That’s your problem,” Poppy said.

“But you want to make it Teresa’s problem, too,” Free said.

“I don’t care, really,” Teresa said.

In the backseat Poppy lit her cigarette and blew the smoke at the back of Teresa’s head. She turned and looked out the window. “Where are we heading?” she asked.

“North,” Free said quickly. “Just the way we wanted to go.”

“What’s your final destination?” Teresa asked. She wondered what their relationship was—they didn’t seem to like each other.

“We have a gig in the Bay Area,” Free said. “We have to be there tomorrow. We’d be there now if Poppy hadn’t driven our car into a telephone pole. Ain’t that right, Poppy?”

Poppy took another drag on her cigarette. “I don’t remember a telephone pole.”

Free laughed. “That’s just my point. You didn’t see the damn thing until it was too late.”

“What’s your gig?” Teresa asked.

“I’m a magician,” Free said. “We’re booked into the Bard’s Club. Ever heard of it?”

“It sounds familiar,” Teresa said, lying. “Are you a magician, too, Poppy?”

Free laughed. “She’s my prop. I saw her in two, make her float in the air. Tomorrow I’m going to make her disappear. You should see our show. I can get you free tickets.”

“It sounds like fun,” Teresa said. Maybe San Francisco would be far enough north to make Bill feel she’d vanished from the face of the earth. There might be advantages to staying in the country.

“We’re also hoping to visit our parents on the way up,” Free said. “I’m going to see my mom and Poppy wants to see her father—why, I don’t know. The guy never has anything interesting to say.”

“Where does your father live, Poppy?” Teresa asked.

“On the other side of the redwoods,” Poppy replied.

Teresa assumed she meant her dad lived just north of Big Sur. “What does he do for a living?” Teresa asked.

Poppy coughed on her smoke. “He’s a priest.”

“Oh,” Teresa muttered. The girl was weird.

“Hey, would you like to see some magic?” Free asked.

“Now?” Teresa asked. “While I’m driving?”

“Sure,” Free said. “You can drive and be amazed at the same time.”

“Maybe later would be better,” she said.

“Now is always the best time.” He disagreed and reached into the pocket of his white coat to pull out a pack of playing cards. He handed it to her. “This is an ordinary deck.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” Teresa said, fumbling with the deck as she tried to keep her eye on the road. Free was kind of pushy, but she was enjoying his company. He took her mind off all the garbage she had gone through lately. She wished Poppy would quit blowing smoke on the back of her head. She would have to take a shower to get the smell out of her hair. “Do you want me to take a card?” she asked Free.

“I want you to take four cards,” he said. “Pluck them randomly from the deck. Don’t look at the four you’ve taken. Put the cards on your lap—facedown—and give the deck back to me. You really should check that you are holding a regular deck first.”

It was hard to do what he was asking with just one hand. “I’ll be lucky to get four cards out,” she muttered, straining in the dark car. She took a couple from near the top and a couple from close to the bottom. She set them between her legs and gave the deck back to Free, who immediately stuffed it into his pocket without looking at it. “Now what?” she asked.

“I’m going to tell you what cards you have between your legs,” Free said.

“Sounds suggestive,” Poppy said, bored.

Free turned around. “Do you know what the cards are?” he asked.

“They’re all jokers,” Poppy said.

“You’re wrong,” Free said pleasantly enough. “You’re always wrong.” He turned back around. “Do you know what the cards are, Teresa?”

“You told me not to look at them,” Teresa said.

Free smiled. He was handsome in a boyish sort of way. She believed his eyes were blue, but couldn’t be sure in the gloom. “I was wondering if you had any intuitive feeling as to what you are holding,” Free said.

“I’m not the psychic type,” Teresa said.

“I am,” Free said. “I’m super psychic.” He put his hand to his forehead and closed his eyes. “Hmmm. I see aces. I see an ace of hearts. Hmmm. I see an ace of diamonds. I see more. I see the ace of clubs and the ace of spades.” He opened his eyes and peered at her. “This is amazing—you drew four aces from a perfectly normal deck of cards.”

Teresa laughed. “I don’t believe it.” She picked up the cards and fingered through them. Aces, one and all. “I don’t believe it! How did you do that?”

Free took back his cards. “Magic,” he said.

“No, really? Can’t you tell me?”

Free shook his head. “If I tell you all ray secrets I’ll lose my aura of mystery. Ain’t that true, Poppy?”

“You lost it long ago, Jack,” Poppy said.

“Don’t call me that,” Free said.

“Free,” Teresa said. “Can I examine that deck now?”

“Sure,” Free said. He took the deck out of his pocket and handed it to her. Teresa gave him a sly look.

“How do I know this is the same deck?” she asked.

“You don’t,” Free said. “I have deep pockets. But I told you to study the deck before I did my trick.”

Teresa gave a quick glance at the cards. They looked perfectly normal. She gave them back to Free. “Where did you learn your trade?” she asked.

“In the school of hard knocks,” Free said. “Hey, are you hungry? I’m hungry. Can we stop? Nothing fancy, you understand. I wouldn’t mind a box of doughnuts and a carton of milk from a mini-mart. Would that be all right, Teresa?”

“I don’t mind. We’ll have to get off the freeway.”

“We can always get back on,” Free said.

They stopped at a Stop ‘N’ Go just off the freeway. Two rows of gasoline pumps stood outside. They were the only customers. Teresa and Free got out, but Poppy was comfortable in the backseat. Free paused to ask if she wanted anything. The rain was still coming down, but not so hard. It hadn’t rained long enough, though. The air still tasted dirty.

“A carton of cigarettes,” Poppy said.

Free snorted. “Those things will kill you.”

“The world is filled with things that can kill you,” Poppy said. “Get me Marlboros.”

“Do you want anything to eat?” Free asked.

“No,” Poppy said.

Teresa and Free entered the store and she got her first really good look at him. He was six foot, maybe six one. His white coat sported shoulder pads, but underneath the coat he was strong enough, more wiry than muscle bound probably. She wondered if she had been off on his age. His skin wasn’t so smooth in the light of the store; he was older than she had first guessed. His eyes were definitely blue, piercing in their almost white paleness. She suspected his blond hair had been bleached; the roots were darker than the ends. He did have a cool walk, and she could see him on stage as a magician. He almost floated as he moved. Right now he was headed straight for the beer.

“What do you want?” he asked. “My treat.”

“I was just going to get a candy bar or something.” She was a sugar freak, more specifically a Junior Mints addict. She ate several boxes a day and her body was none the worse for them, except for an occasional pimple, which, fortunately, she didn’t happen to have at the moment. She was five six, thin with great legs and clear skin. Her breasts were on the small side, but fit her well. Her brown hair was light enough that she passed as a blond in the summer. Overall her face was pretty enough, in a natural California fashion. Yet the bruiselike circles under her eyes betrayed her recent traumas.

Her lips were lush. She smiled a lot, too much; the smile was more a nervous reflex than an expression of joy. Her blue eyes were clear skies; her dark eyebrows clouds on the horizon. Her nose was a shade too big for her face, and it kept her from being truly beautiful. She had considered having it fixed, but then decided she didn’t need to be beautiful. Of course, that was a lie. She occasionally told them to herself, just small ones, white lies that didn’t do anybody any harm. The truth was she would have given a great deal to have been irresistible. Then Bill would have still wanted her.

But who cares? I don’t care. I wouldn’t take if he came begging on his knees.

Tiny white lies.

“Do you drink beer?” Free asked. He opened the cooler door and pulled out a six-pack of Budweiser.

“Not when I’m driving,” Teresa said.

“I appreciate you stopping and giving us a ride.”

“Had you been standing out there long?”

“Nah, not too long,” Free said.

“Did Poppy really crash your car into a telephone pole?”

“It might have been a tree. All I know is it was tall and hard and the car looked like hell after hitting it.”

Teresa giggled. “You’re crazy. Do you know that?”

Free reached for another six-pack. ‘The later it gets, the crazier I get. Are we going to drive all night?”

Teresa paused. She had never actually invited them to stay with her all the way up the coast. Yet she couldn’t see dropping them off in the middle of nowhere, especially if they were all still headed in the same direction.

“I planned on it,” she said finally, rubbing her left wrist with her right hand. A dull ache throbbed through it—she must have banged it on something just before she left the apartment.

“Are you all right?” Free asked.

I’m fine.”

“Good.” Free carried a six-pack in each hand. “Good.”

Teresa picked up two boxes of Junior Mints and a bottle of Coke and brought them to the counter. Free was having trouble buying his beer—the man behind the counter, a short Hispanic fellow of about forty, wanted I.D. Free felt around in his pockets but couldn’t find his license.

“What’s the matter?” Free asked the guy. “You don’t think I’m twenty-one?”

“I need to see I.D.,” the guy said.

“Give me a carton of Marlboros,” Free said as he pulled a wad of mangled bills from his pocket. The cashier reached behind him for the cigarettes and set the carton down beside the beer and Free’s other goodies: a box of chocolate doughnuts, a half gallon of milk, and a bag of potato chips. “How much is it?” Free asked.

“I can tell you how much it is without the beer,” the guy said.

Free was annoyed. “I lost my license. Does that make me a criminal? Look at me. Do I look like a kid? Ring up the beer, man, now. We’ve got a long way to go tonight.”

“I need to see I.D.,” the man repeated.

“You can’t see what I don’t have,” Free said, defiant.

“Free,” Teresa said timidly. “This isn’t worth the hassle.”

Free looked at her and smiled. All the tension seemed to go out of him in an instant, which made her relax as well. “You’re right, babe,” he said. “We shouldn’t drink and drive.” He turned back to the guy. “Ring it up any way you want, man.”

They left the store a minute later, without the beer. In the car they handed Poppy her cigarettes. She accepted them with a soft thank-you. Free leaned over and checked the gas gauge as Teresa turned the key to start the car.

“We should get gas,” Free said.

“I have three-quarters of a tank,” Teresa said.

“We might as well top it off while we’re here,” Free said, getting back out. “Pull up to the pumps. Stay in the car. I’ll take care of everything.”

Teresa did as she was told. Free disappeared inside. Behind Teresa, Poppy lit another cigarette. Teresa adjusted her rearview mirror so she could get a better look at the girl. Poppy didn’t have a problem with her nose being too big. She was beautiful with big gray eyes and creamy white skin. She was extremely pale, it was true, but her coloring made her look ethereal. With her mane of black hair and her black leather coat she was halfway to being a vampire at a masquerade ball. She, too, looked tired. As she leaned her head back against the seat, Teresa watched the orange light of her cigarette glow in the center of her dark eyes.

“Are you satisfied?” Poppy asked.

“I don’t understand,” Teresa said.

“You’re checking me out. I don’t mind. You’re the one who’s giving us the ride. Do you like what you see?”

“You’re a pretty girl, Poppy.”

“So are you, Teresa.”

“No, I’m not. I’m just OK.”

“Why do you say that?” Poppy asked.

“Because it’s true.”

“You don’t say it because you want me to disagree with you?”

Teresa trembled. “No. Why do you say that?”

Poppy was already losing interest. “Because I’m an amateur shrink. Does my smoking bother you?”

“I told you, I don’t mind.”

“I wish I could quit.”

“Why don’t you?” Teresa asked.

“It’s too late.”

“Does your father live near Big Sur?”

“Yeah,” Poppy said. “He lives in a big old church,”

“You were joking when you said he was a priest, weren’t you?”

“Nope.”

“Do you really want to see him on the way up?” Teresa asked. “The reason I ask is well definitely have to take the coast road then and it will take us longer. But I don’t mind. I was thinking of going that way anyway.”

“Do you want to see him?” Poppy asked.

Teresa chuckled. “Why would I want to see a priest?”

“He could listen to your confession.”

Teresa shivered, although she still felt hot. Her shirt was damp with perspiration. “I have nothing to confess,” she said.

Poppy closed her eyes. “We all have something to confess.” She took a drag on her cigarette and coughed. “Some bloody thing.”

Free reappeared a minute later. Teresa was surprised to see he had the two six-packs of beer with him. He explained that he had found his license. He set the alcohol on the front seat and casually topped off the gas tank. Then they were back on the road, back on the freeway. Heading north, with no clear destination in mind.
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THEY DIDN’T REACH THE COAST until an hour and a half later, after they had driven through Ventura. On the drive up Free drank four beers, Poppy two, and Teresa one. Closing on Santa Barbara, the black Pacific on their left, they finished the last of the doughnuts and milk. Finally the air tasted fresh and salty. Free dazzled Teresa with more card tricks and was in a jolly mood the whole time. He did one trick where he had Teresa name a card and then—he said he definitely used magic this time—made it appear in the back pocket of her pants. Try as Teresa might, she couldn’t figure out how he had done it.

“I could have made it show up in your underwear,” Free said as he took the card back and slipped it into one of his deep pockets.

“I’m beginning to believe it,” Teresa said, blushing. She was easily embarrassed when it came to talking about sexual matters, particularly with a cute guy. She had begun to like Free—his outrageous charm, the pleasure he took in everything she said, his exaggerated displeasure with everything Poppy did. Of course, Poppy didn’t say or do much of anything, except smoke and stare out the window at the rain-washed night. Teresa almost wished that Free had been hitchhiking alone. She didn’t actively dislike Poppy, not really—the girl just had problems that Teresa couldn’t deal with.

Free fidgeted in his seat. He simply couldn’t sit still. “So, what are we going to do next?” he asked.

“Do you want to listen to the radio?” Teresa asked. She loved to crank the music up while she drove and drown out her thoughts. But so far they hadn’t turned on the radio once. Free brushed aside her suggestion.

“I’m not into canned entertainment,” he said. “I need something live, something that’s got guts. Hey, I know what! Let’s tell stories.”

Teresa frowned. “What kind of stories?”

“Ghost stories,” Free said. “Horror stories. Real life stories. Anything, I don’t care. Poppy and I do this all the time while we’re on the road. It helps pass the time. Doesn’t it, Poppy?”

“The time always passes without our help,” Poppy said.

Free turned around. “You’re in a lousy mood to-night. You should be the one to start. Come on, Poppy Corn, tell us the story of your life. Tell us how you became a big star.”

“I would rather hear a story I haven’t heard before,” Poppy said.

Free raised an eyebrow. “Such as?”

“I would like to hear Teresa Chafey’s story,” Poppy said.

Teresa giggled uneasily. “I don’t know any stories.”

“No,” Free said. “Poppy wants to hear the story of your life.”

“I’m eighteen years old,” Teresa said. “It would take all night to tell you everything that’s happened to me.”

“We have all night,” Poppy said.

“Don’t pressure the girl,” Free snapped. He spoke to Teresa gently. “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on in your life?”

“How do you know anything’s going on?” Teresa asked.

Free shrugged. “You haven’t told us where you’re going, and why you’re going there in the middle of the night. Poppy and I’ve got the impression you’re running away from home. I mean, if you are, that’s cool. I mean who wants to live at home when you can be out on the road? But, hey, we’re like everybody else. We’re curious, we’re nosy. We want to hear the dirt. Did you kill somebody or something?”

Teresa laughed. She laughed so hard she almost steered the car off the road. Only Freedom Jack could have asked such a serious question and made it sound so trivial.

“No,” Teresa said when she had calmed down enough to speak. “I didn’t kill anybody. I wish I had, though.”

“Who?” Free asked.

“This guy,” Teresa said. “This jerk I know.”

“Who?” Poppy asked from the backseat.

Teresa hesitated and felt a lump rise in her throat. She continued to feel hot. Maybe she was getting sick. Maybe she just needed to unburden herself. These two—they were strangers and they would talk on the way up the coast, maybe even become casual friends. But then they’d go their separate ways and never see one another again. Who better to confide in?

She decided right then to tell them about Bill.

The awful thing he had done to her.

“His name was Bill Clark,” Teresa said. “He was my boyfriend.”

“Why do you wish you’d killed him?” Free asked.

“I have my reasons,” Teresa said.



They met at the mall during Christmas vacation. The place was packed because it was only two days before the big holiday. Teresa was there with her mother trying to finish up some last-minute shopping. Actually, even though they were at the mall together and had come in the same car, they weren’t shopping as a happy mother daughter twosome. Teresa couldn’t buy anything with her mother present because her mother inevitably told her how stupid she was being. Her mother didn’t approve of anything she did, which caused Teresa to keep a low profile in her presence. Her mother didn’t even like how she studied, lying on her bed and listening to music. And here she was a straight A student and everything.

For the moment, thankfully, Teresa was alone to make her own decisions. She was hungry and stopped at the food section, which was huge, the selection vast. She could have Mexican, Italian, Chinese, or American. She ended up at a Carl’s Jr.—she liked the charbroiled chicken sandwiches. She had to get in a long line. After a minute or two the guy in front of her turned around and his hands were also laden with bags. He had brown hair and brown eyes, a nice build. He also had dimples; she noticed those first. She always liked dimples on a guy; they made any one look less dangerous. She hadn’t dated much and guys still scared her a little. This one was about her age.

“It looks like it’s going to be a long wait,” the guy said.

Teresa nodded. “At least fifteen minutes just to put our orders in.”

He nodded at her bags. “Do you have something for everybody?”

She smiled. “No. I ran out of money. I’m going to have a lot of people mad at me this year.” Actually, that wasn’t true. She had bought something for everyone who might conceivably expect a present. It had broken her to do so. She had spent over four hundred dollars. She’d make it back, though, she told herself. She gave guitar and piano lessons every day after school. She had been playing both instruments since she was nine and was considered very good. She also sang and wrote songs, although only a few people knew that. Her best friend, Rene Le Roe, was one. She had spent a hundred dollars on a cashmere sweater from Nordstrom for Rene.

“You can’t please everybody,” the guy said.

“Ain’t that the truth,” she said. She was always trying to please people and thought it was because she was a nice person. Although sometimes she did worry that she just wanted people to like her. She knew those weren’t exactly the same things.

“Are you here by yourself?” the guy asked.

“My mom’s around somewhere. We’re supposed to meet in Waldenbooks in an hour. How about you?”

“I came by myself. Do you know what you’re getting for Christmas?”

It was an interesting question, she thought. “I know my parents are getting me a new guitar because I had to help them pick it out. My brother—he lives in San Diego—he’ll probably give me a gift certificate for clothes. He always does. My best friend will get me something totally off the wall. Something I’ll never be able to use or even show anybody.”

“How about your boyfriend?” the guy asked. The question was probing—the fact didn’t escape Teresa. But the guy asked it so easily that she didn’t know if he was interested in her. She didn’t even know if she wanted him to be.

Lowering her head shyly, she muttered, “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Then I should buy you lunch.”

She raised her head quickly. “Pardon?”

“Can I buy you lunch?”

“Why? I mean, I don’t even know your name.”

“I’m Bill Clark. Who are you?”

“Teresa.”

“May I buy you lunch, Teresa?”

She felt her cheeks redden. “Can I order anything I want?”

Bill smiled, showing his dimples. “Anything you desire.”

They both ordered chicken sandwiches when the time came—half an hour later. By then Teresa knew that Bill was a senior in high school like herself and that he was interested in astronomy and physics and that he wanted to journey to Mars before he was forty. By then she also knew she wanted to go out with him, and when he asked for her number after they’d eaten, she couldn’t find a pen quick enough.

He picked her up for their first date two days after Christmas, which was a Saturday. Her parents grilled him for thirty minutes before giving him full responsibility for their darling daughter’s very existence on the planet. Bill took it all in stride. When they were in the car he said his mother had died when he was a kid, and that he never saw his dad because the man worked all the time. Teresa felt a pang of sympathy for Bill, yet at the same time she couldn’t imagine a more wonderful setup.

They went to dinner, and Bill talked about the Big Bang Theory—the origin of the universe. He said that fifteen billion years earlier all matter in creation had been condensed into a single point of mass as tiny as the period at the end of a sentence. But that this point exploded, and generated trillions of degrees of heat and a great light that still glows faintly to this day. The background radiation of the universe, Bill called it, and it sounded so incredible because the light of the candles on their table was in his eyes and he had shaved and dressed up just for her. When he was through talking she asked him a question.

“Then what are we?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“If all matter in all the universe can be condensed into a period doesn’t that mean that we’re like nothing? Just spirits floating around on a ghost planet?”

Bill nodded. “That’s true. All of matter is almost entirely space. Only an infinitesimal part of it is solid.”

“Then how come you can’t see right through me?” she asked.

He smiled. “Who says I can’t? Who says I can’t tell exactly what you’re thinking right now?”

“What am I thinking?” She didn’t even know herself, but it was something about him. Everything about him. He was wonderful, the way he talked about important things—big things. All she had ever thought about was the smallest of things—herself and what others thought of her.

Bill raised his water glass, indicating she was to do the same. They chimed the crystal together. “You’re thinking you want to go out with me again,” he said.

“I don’t know if I can.” She enjoyed watching his face fall. “I mean, there’s a lot of background radiation around you.”

He laughed. “There’s a lot of light around you, Teresa.”

Later, after a movie neither of them enjoyed, he took her to his place. His father was at work. The man must have made big bucks—the house was gorgeous. Teresa felt nervous. She had never been alone with a guy late at night. But she was excited, too, and she trusted Bill. She knew he wouldn’t try to take advantage of her. They sat in the living room beside a huge aquarium of exotic fish. Bill remembered her comment at the mall about getting a new guitar. She hadn’t talked about her music over dinner. She’d been too busy forming galaxies and creating planets for alien beings to inhabit. His words had carried her to places she had never been before.

“So have you been using your new guitar?” he asked.

“Of course. I play all the time. I’ve played every day since I was nine.”

Bill was impressed. “You’re a real musician?”

She giggled. “I’m not real, remember? Neither are you. Just a bunch of empty space playing with empty space.”

“I have some empty space in the next room that looks like an old guitar my dad never learned to play. Would you play it for me?”

She was shocked. “Oh, I couldn’t do that. I’m not a performer.”

“Then who do you play for?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I just play. I only play for other people when I give lessons.”

Bill stood. “Then you can pretend that you’re giving me a lesson. I want to hear you.”

“Why?”

“Because I know you’re going to be wonderful.”

He returned a minute later with a guitar that had seen better days. He sat on a chair across from her. The steel strings were rusty, and it took her several minutes to time the instrument. Bill sat patiently while her heart pounded against her chest. She knew she was good, but she didn’t know his tastes. He had said some nice things to her at dinner, but she had no real idea if he liked her the way she liked him.

“What would you like to hear?” she asked finally.

“I can just name any song and you’ll know it?”

“I don’t know every song, but I know a few.”

“Play one of your favorites,” he said.

“I want to play one of your favorites.”

“Teresa.”

“What?”

“Play something that you’ve composed. And don’t tell me you haven’t written any music. You have, I can tell.”

She was amazed. “How can you tell?”

“Because you’re a creator. If you were there at the start of the Big Bang I’m sure you would have done a great job of organizing the universe. Maybe better than whoever did do it.”

His remark was ridiculous, of course. But maybe that was why it touched her so. She knew then what she was going to play him. It was a song she had written that morning, while she sat daydreaming about him. She just intended to play him the music, but hardly had she begun to strum the chords than her mouth opened and the words poured out.
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