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  Praise for Jackie Collins


  

    ‘Sex, power and intrigue – no one does it better than Jackie’ heat


    ‘A tantalising novel packed with power struggles, greed and sex. This is Collins at her finest’ Closer


    ‘Bold, brash, whiplash fast – with a cast of venal rich kids, this is classic Jackie Collins’ Marie Claire


    ‘Sex, money, power, murder, betrayal, true love – it’s all here in vintage Collins style. Collins’s plots are always a fabulously

    involved, intricate affair, and this does not disappoint’ Daily Mail


    ‘Her style is pure escapism, her heroine’s strong and ambitious and her men, well, like the book, they’ll keep you up all night!’

    Company


    ‘A generation of women have learnt more about how to handle their men from Jackie’s books than from any kind of manual . . . Jackie is very

    much her own person: a total one off ’ Daily Mail


    ‘Jackie is still the queen of sexy stories. Perfect’ OK!


    ‘Cancel all engagements, take the phone off the hook and indulge yourself ’ Mirror
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  In memory of my husband Oscar


  The shining light of my life




  Introduction


  American Star was published for the first time in 1993 – a year that turned out to be a pivotal one for me. Having spent a happy childhood as a grubby, accident-prone tomboy, I turned 13 and wallop – forwards I fell, splat-bang into an enormous hormone puddle. Now, I’m not saying that discovering – and devouring – this book (as well as many of Jackie’s other books) for the first time had anything to do with my sudden preoccupation with boys and all the things one could potentially do with them, but it certainly fuelled my fiery loins. The story buzzed with immediacy, the cast of characters were glorious outrageous and the whole reading experience felt utterly thrilling. Just as it still does today.


  Yes, it’s far-fetched more often than not; yes, the men behave atrociously (as do many of the women, I might add), and yes, there are moments that make your jaw fall open with shocked bemusement – but that is exactly the point. Because when you read a Jackie Collins novel, you want all the glamour, and the scandal, and the gasp-out-loud twists, and the no-strings sex, and all the glorious and unapologetic fun that goes along with it. I’m pretty confident Jackie herself would agree that reading her books should always, first and foremost, be about having as much fun as you possibly can.


  But what is so great about Jackie’s writing is that it’s not just frivolous – there are also many more important elements that she manages to cram in alongside the thrills. Here is a woman who not only wanted to entertain her readers, but also to teach them something; about the world and about themselves. American Star is a lesson in when to be brave and when to bide your time, about who deserves your loyalty and who should be avoided at all costs. It’s about family, the one you’re born into and the one you choose for yourself. And, of course, it is also about love.


  These lessons cannot be taught, however, unless you have an engaging cast to teach them – and luckily for us readers, these strong and single-minded characters come as standard when you’re reading one of Jackie’s novels.


  In American Star, it is Nick Angelo and Lauren Roberts that lead the pack, and within just a few pages, there can be no mistaking how driven and passionate they both are. Nick is determined to become an actor, despite growing up on the wrong side of the tracks, while girl-next-door Lauren must find a way to break free from the shackles of her small-town parents, both of whom would rather see her marry a rich local than follow her dream of moving to New York. Meeting each other and falling in strictly-forbidden love is just the first of many challenges our hero and heroine face, and throughout the course of the book, Jackie throws curveball after stumbling block after catastrophe into their paths, giving you no choice but to gallop through the pages in pursuit of them.


  Tall, dark, troubled, but soft underneath his tough-guy exterior, Nick is an easy man to love. And even though he plays somewhat fast and loose with the feelings of some of his female admirers, he always makes damn sure that the ladies have a good time – or, in the case of one memorable nymphomaniac, allows them to have a good time with him. In a novel full to the brim with creeps, criminals and cruel-hearted thumpers of the patriarchy drum, Nick stands out bolder than a post-box in a field of sheep. We love him!


  Then we come to Lauren, who right from the opening chapters is pushing against anyone who tries to box her in. Here is a woman who knows what she wants, and is prepared to do whatever it takes to get it. Well, as long as she doesn’t hurt anyone in the process, that is. There is nothing clichéd about Lauren, and of all Jackie’s female characters, she is perhaps one of the most complicated and well-rounded. Not surprising, really, when you consider that she was created by an author who was unafraid to push boundaries, who took pride and pleasure in writing about strong female characters who not only broke the mould, but chewed it up and spat it out again.


  Now, it’s impossible to introduce a Jackie Collins novel without mentioning location. Where else would you be whisked off to New York, Chicago, Los Angeles and Las Vegas? And she not only takes us to the tourist spots, she goes behind the velvet rope of celebrity parties, film premieres and movie auditions. She sneaks us onto private planes and into A-list dinner parties, but she also lifts the lid on the grimier side of life, leading us down the steps of underground nightclubs and through the doors of brothels and seedy motels. And because this is Jackie, you know that she’s most likely been to all these places herself – especially the more glamorous ones. Spending time in her world is as enthralling as it is eye-opening, and that remains true to this day, forty years after the book was first published.


  I love Jackie’s books because they don’t shy away from the truth. I love them because her plots unpeel so satisfyingly, each new layer tastier than the last. I love them because the characters insist that I do, and because I care about what happens to them. I love them because they come with a guarantee of pure and unadulterated enjoyment, and I love them because they have always offered me pure escapism, taking me into a new and exciting world that I would otherwise be shut out from.


  I found all of this and more amongst the pages of American Star, and just like I did as a hormone-raddled thirteen-year-old, I relished every second that I spent there.


  I hope that you do, too.


  Isabelle Broom






  Prologue


  Today millions of fans across the world celebrate the thirty-fifth birthday of cult superstar Nick Angel, and the opening of his latest movie, Killer Blue.


  A statement issued by Panther Studios disclosed that Nick will not be present at the Los Angeles première of Killer Blue as expected.


  A personal spokesperson for Angel reported that the actor will spend his birthday in New York.


  USA Today


  December 15, 1992






  New York, Tuesday, December 15, 1992


  Mornings were always a bad time for Nick Angel. He lay in bed, eyes closed, unwilling to surrender the peaceful darkness, fighting the fact that he had to get up and face

  another day. Especially this day. His birthday.


  Thirty-five.


  Nick Angel was thirty-five.


  Jesus! The newspapers would have an orgasmic overdose on this one. He was no longer the boy wonder. Age was creeping up on him.


  He lay very still. It was probably past noon, but the longer he delayed getting up the better, for he knew that once he stirred they’d be all over him. Honey – his live-in

  girlfriend. Harlan – his so-called valet. And Teresa, his faithful karate champion assistant.


  He heard a sudden movement in the room. A subtle rustle of silk and the faint aroma of White Diamonds – Honey was a big Liz Taylor fan. In fact Honey was a fan. Period.


  So . . . why was he with her?


  Good question. The problem was there were too many questions in his life and not enough answers.


  Honey was on the prowl. Pretty blonde Honey with the lethal body and vacant mind. He sensed her standing by the bed staring down at him, willing him to wake up.


  Too bad, sweetheart. Get lost. Not in the mood.


  As soon as he was sure she’d left, he quickly rolled out of bed and made it to the safety of his steel and glass high-tech bathroom where he immediately locked the door.


  Ah . . . Nick Angel in the morning. Not the man he once was, although still handsome in spite of ten pounds of excess flesh, bloodshot eyes, and an altogether dissipated demeanour.


  He hated the way he looked. The extra weight he’d put on disgusted him. Had to stop drinking. Had to get his life together.


  Nick Angel. Longish black hair. Indian green eyes. A pale skin, stubbled chin. At five feet ten inches he was tall without being overpowering. His handsomeness was not perfect. More brooding . .

  . mesmerizing. And in spite of being bloodshot his green eyes were hypnotic and watchful. His nose – once broken – gave him the dangerous edge he needed.


  And now he was thirty-five.


  Old.


  Older than he’d ever thought he’d be.


  But the world still loved him. His fans would continue to worship because he was Nick Angel and he belonged to them. They’d elevated him to a rare and crazy place where nobody could expect

  to remain sane.


  It’s too much, he thought bitterly, splashing cold water on his face. The adulation, the never-ending attention. Crushing . . . stifling . . . suffocating . . . Too fucking

  much.


  He smiled grimly.


  Welcome to the insane asylum.


  Welcome to my life.


  Reaching for the phone he buzzed the underground garage, connecting with one of his team of driver/bodyguards.


  ‘I’m on my way down,’ he said, keeping his gravelly voice low. ‘Get out the Ferrari. No driver. And call the airport, tell them to have my plane ready, I’m taking

  it up.’


  ‘Right, Nick. Oh, an’ happy birthday, man.’


  Screw this birthday crap. He knew he’d hear nothing else all day.


  Finishing in the bathroom he dressed quickly in the trademark black he always wore. Pants, shirt, leather jacket and black tennis shoes. All he had to do now was make it out of the apartment

  before he was forced to endure more congratulations.


  As soon as he hit the hall they came at him. Honey, all pearly teeth and rounded breasts encased in a pink angora sweater, her short skirt swishing sexily around her thighs.


  Harlan – a crazed black man with wild hair extensions and subdued make-up.


  And Teresa – who was six feet tall with a face like a man.


  What a mismatched trio! But they were his. He owned them. He paid for every move they made.


  ‘Gotta go,’ he said, edgily.


  ‘Where?’ Honey asked, thrusting angora-clad tits in his direction.


  ‘Where?’ echoed Teresa, staring at him accusingly. ‘I should come with you.’


  ‘Yeah, where ya goin’, man?’ added Harlan, joining the chorus.


  ‘I’ll be back soon.’


  Maybe.


  Maybe not.


  Cleverly, he timed his words to coincide with the arrival of the elevator, and before they could nail him further he was out of there, downstairs, in his Ferrari, driving out of Manhattan as

  fast as he could.


  It took him forty-five minutes to reach the private airstrip where he kept his two-engine Cessna plane. Several mechanics greeted him with birthday wishes.


  Surprise, surprise. He’d known today was going to be a bummer.


  He climbed aboard his plane, settled in the cockpit and guided the small aircraft down the runway until he was given clearance to take off into the unseasonably blue sky.


  He sighed, a long heavy sigh. When did it all begin to get out of control?


  Nick Angel.


  Free at last.


  But he had a solution. A plan he was about to put into action.


  Colour me dead.






  Book One






  Chapter One


  Louisville, Kentucky, 1969


  ‘Do it!’ the young girl gasped urgently, her breath coming in short frantic gasps. ‘Do it, do it!’


  ‘I’m tryin’,’ Nick Angelo replied, heatedly. And indeed he was, but to his dismay the girl was so wet he kept slipping out.


  Her voice was shrill and commanding. ‘Do it!’ she insisted, wriggling back into position. ‘C’mon, Nicky. C’mon, c’mon, c’monnnn!’


  Beginning to panic he jammed the point of entry yet again, and thank goodness managed to stay in place.


  ‘Uuuuuummm . . .’ The desperate shrillness faded from her voice and she began to sound pleased. ‘Ooooooh . . .’ She continued to sigh sweetly as he pumped

  away.


  Nick hung on, even though he was sweating and uncomfortable, but he hung on anyway because jamming himself inside this girl was the most important act in the entire world.


  Vaguely he remembered one of his friends telling him sex was like riding a horse – mount up – get in the saddle – and take the trip.


  Nobody had warned him it would be such a dangerous, hot, sticky journey.


  And then it hit him. The most exciting, throbbing, out-of-control feeling he’d ever experienced. Holy cow! He was coming! And he was inside a real female – his hand and some dirty

  magazine had nothing to do with it.


  The girl screamed out her satisfaction.


  He felt like doing the same thing. But he was cool, a guy had to stay cool – even if it was his first time.


  Nick Angelo was finally making out – and he couldn’t think of a more mind-blowing way of celebrating his thirteenth birthday.


  Evanston, Illinois, 1973


  ‘Please, Nick, pleeease . . . I can’t take any more.’


  Maybe. Maybe not. But he’d been giving it to her for twenty minutes and she’d only now started to complain – although it was hardly a complaint, more an agonized cry of

  ecstasy.


  ‘Ooh, Nicky, you’re the best!’


  Yeah? So he’d been told. Now if he could only teach them not to call him Nicky . . .


  Making out was his specialty. It sure beat homework or any of that learning crap. And it certainly beat spending time at home watching his old man drink himself unconscious while his mother was

  out busting her ass working two jobs to keep the lazy slob in beer.


  Family life. You could shove it. Just like he was shoving it up Susie or Jenny or whatever her name was.


  One of these days he planned on taking off, getting out of this dump, and bringing his mother with him. But first he needed a job so he could score some bucks, then there’d be no holding

  him back.


  Right now he was stuck in school because his mother thought education was important. Mary Angelo had this crazy fantasy that one day he’d get a scholarship to college.


  Yeah, sure – a make-out college was the only place he’d get in.


  Mary wasn’t into reality – she was into dreams. At thirty-seven she looked ten years older. A bird-like woman – slight and nervous, with faded prettiness and wispy hair.

  She’d met Nick’s father, Primo, on a blind date when she was sixteen and he was thirty. They’d gotten married exactly one week before Nick was born and Primo had hardly worked a

  day since. A carpenter by trade, he’d soon realized that picking up unemployment while sending his wife out to work was a far better deal than actually doing anything himself.


  The Angelo family moved often, trudging from state to state, living in rented accommodations, always ready to be on the move whenever Primo felt that restless urge. And he felt it often.


  Growing up, Nick couldn’t remember being in the same town for longer than a few months at a time. As soon as he began to settle in they were on their way again. Eventually he gave up on

  any permanent relationships. New town. New girls to conquer. And on to the next. Now he’d gotten used to it.


  ‘Can we go see a movie tomorrow?’ Susie or Jenny or whatever her name was asked. ‘It’ll be my treat.’


  ‘Nah.’ He shook his head as he got up, pulling on his pants. They were in the back office of a small car showroom – a venue he used often on account of the fact he sometimes

  ran errands for one of the salesmen, and in return he got to borrow the keys.


  ‘Why not?’ the girl asked. At eighteen she was two years older than him. She had short hair, freckles, and a well-developed chest. He’d picked her up the day before behind the

  counter of a Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet.


  He tried to come up with a quick excuse. He excelled at sex. Hated to stick around. Past experience told him she wouldn’t appreciate the truth. A screw is a screw – who needs it to

  be anything else?


  ‘Gotta work,’ he said, brushing a hand through his unruly black hair.


  ‘What do you do?’ she asked, curiously.


  ‘I’m an undertaker’s assistant,’ he lied, straight-faced.


  That shut her up.


  He waited for her to adjust her clothing, even helped her up. Then he took her to the bus stop, left her there and walked the mile home.


  Currently they were living in a run-down house with Mary’s sister – his aunt Franny – a big woman with dyed yellow hair and a bleached moustache. It was only a small house, but

  as long as Primo had a television to watch and a plentiful supply of beer, he was satisfied.


  Nick hoped Mary was home from work. If she was, there’d be a chance of something to eat. Franny never bothered to cook. She was on a diet of Reese’s peanut-butter cups and diet soda

  – screw fixing meals.


  Sure. Franny got fatter and everyone else starved to death.


  Sex always made him hungry. Right now he’d kill for a hamburger, but he was broke as usual, so the only chance he had was working on Mary with his charm. Not that he’d have to do

  much work, his mother adored him, she put him before everyone, including Primo when she could get away with it, which wasn’t often, for Primo demanded most of her attention when she

  wasn’t working.


  Nick’s goal in life was to have as little to do with his father as possible. He hated the way Primo treated Mary. He couldn’t stand listening to him bitch and complain about

  everything. And most of all he despised the way Primo sat on his big, fat can doing nothing.


  The truth was that Primo scared him. He was a huge, overpowering man, and whenever he was in a bad mood Nick felt the back of his hand or the sting of his rough leather belt across his backside.

  Mary always tried to stop the beatings – protecting him as best she could – even if it meant getting beat herself. Primo didn’t care who got in his way – he lashed out

  good.


  Sometimes Nick wanted to kill him. Other times he accepted the beatings as a fact of life. The rage he felt was muted, buried. There was nothing he could do – not until he was older, then

  he’d get him and his mother out.


  Halfway home it started to rain. Pulling up the collar of his old denim jacket he bent his head down and began jogging along the kerb, thinking about how great it would be to have wheels,

  imagining that one of these days he’d get himself a car – a gleaming red Cadillac with chrome wheels and a real fine radio.


  Yeah . . . one of these days.


  Primo was sitting on the steps outside Franny’s house. Nick could see him as he approached. He tensed up, something was wrong. Why else would his old man have deserted his precious

  television and be sitting outside in the rain?


  He approached warily. ‘What’s up?’ he asked, stopping and jogging in place.


  Primo wiped the back of his hand across his nose and glared up at him, bloodshot eyes bulging. ‘Where’ve ya bin?’ he demanded, slurring his words.


  Nick felt the cold rain trickling down the back of his collar and he shivered – anticipating bad news. ‘Out with friends,’ he mumbled.


  Primo heaved a mournful, beer-soaked sigh and hauled himself to his feet. His shirt was stuck to his body. His thick greying hair fell in greasy clumps on his prominent forehead. Raindrops

  continued to drip from the end of his nose.


  ‘She’s gone,’ he said, glumly. ‘Your goddamn mother went an’ died on us.’






  Chapter Two


  Bosewell, Kansas, 1973


  Lauren Roberts was sixteen when a man stopped her in the street and asked if she’d ever considered a modelling career. Lauren had laughed in his face. Who was this

  stranger? And why was he picking on her?


  It turned out there was a film crew passing through town, an odd bunch of people. Lauren had been warned – along with everyone else in school – to have nothing to do with them.


  When she got home she told her father.


  Phil Roberts nodded sagely and said, ‘A pretty girl will always be bothered, but a wise girl soon learns to take no notice.’


  Lauren agreed. Pretty was one thing, but wise was better. Her father was smart. He’d always taught her that relying on her exceptional good looks to get by was a mistake. Being an A

  student was better. Getting good grades. Excelling at sports. Helping out with community service. And even though Bosewell was only a small town – population no more than six thousand people

  – there was always plenty of community service.


  Lauren was certainly pretty. At five foot seven she was taller than most of the other girls in her class. She had long legs, a slender body, and her hair was thick and chestnut, falling beneath

  her shoulders, framing an oval-shaped face with expressive, long-lashed, tortoiseshell eyes, a straight nose and a wide mouth concealing a dazzling, heart-warming smile.


  Lauren Roberts was one of the most popular girls in school, everyone liked her – even the teachers.


  She was standing in the school yard with her best friend, Meg, when Meg nudged her conspiratorially and whispered, ‘Here he comes. You’d better watch out!’


  ‘He’ was Stock Browning – Bosewell High’s very own football star. Lately he’d been noticing Lauren in a big way.


  Lauren frowned. ‘Shut up,’ she muttered, ‘he’ll hear you.’


  ‘So what?’ replied Meg, tossing her blonde curls. ‘I bet he’s going to ask you out.’


  ‘No he’s not.’


  ‘Bet he is.’


  Stock walked like a cowboy with a wide-legged rolling gait. His hair was white-blond and crew cut, and his eyes a teutonic blue. Big and tanned, he was well aware he could get anything or anyone

  he wanted. It helped that his father owned Brownings, the only department store in town.


  ‘Hiya, Lauren,’ he drawled, stifling a strong desire to pat his crotch – snug in track suit pants.


  It was the first time he’d called her by her name, even though they’d attended the same school for years.


  I guess sixteen must be the magic number, she thought, skittishly.


  ‘Hello, Stock,’ she responded, wondering, as she had many times before, where his parents had come up with his name.


  ‘How ’bout you an’ me taking in a movie?’ he suggested, getting straight to the point.


  Lauren considered his invitation. In a way she was flattered; after all, Stock Browning was looked on as the catch of the year. But then again she didn’t – unlike most of the other

  girls in school – feel ‘that way’ about him. He wasn’t her type.


  ‘Hmm . . .’ she said, caught off guard and stalling.


  He couldn’t believe she was actually hesitating. ‘Is that a yes?’ he asked.


  ‘It’s a when,’ she replied, carefully.


  His blue eyes narrowed. ‘When what?’


  ‘When did you have in mind?’ she asked, trying to keep it light.


  Goddamn it! Was she being difficult? Any other girl would be singing at the chance of a date with him. ‘Tonight. Tomorrow night. Whenever you like.’


  I’d like you to leave me alone, she decided. Even though she didn’t have a boyfriend she was not interested in dating him. Absolutely not. He was too full of himself by

  far.


  ‘Well?’ He towered over her, and she couldn’t help thinking of his big, sweaty body pressing down on hers if they ever did it. Not that she had any intention of doing it. Not

  until she was married to the man she loved – whoever he might be.


  She continued to stall as she hated hurting anyone’s feelings – even his. ‘I don’t know, I’ve got a busy week,’ she demurred.


  Now it was his turn to frown. A busy week! Was little Lauren Roberts actually turning down a date with him? Surely it wasn’t possible?


  ‘Call me when you make up your mind,’ he said brusquely, and stalked off.


  Meg, hovering on the sidelines, giggled nervously. ‘You didn’t say no, did you?’


  Lauren nodded. ‘I said no.’


  ‘You didn’t!’ Meg clapped a hand over her mouth.


  ‘I did.’


  They both burst out laughing and hugged each other.


  ‘Holy cow!’ exclaimed Meg. ‘I bet that’s the first no he’s ever had.’


  ‘Serves him right for ignoring us all these years,’ Lauren said, crisply.


  ‘You’re right,’ Meg agreed, although if Stock Browning had invited her out she would be boogeying down Main Street handing out flyers. ‘What are you going to do if

  he asks you again?’ she asked, curiously.


  Lauren shrugged. ‘I’ll worry about it when it happens, and quite honestly, I don’t think it will.’


  ‘It will,’ Meg said wisely.


  ‘So I’ll deal with it.’ Lauren felt that Stock Browning had occupied enough of their time. ‘Let’s go get a malt.’


  Later that night she told her parents about the encounter, expecting them to agree that Stock was rich and spoilt and even though he was the son of the most affluent man in town she’d done

  the right thing in turning him down.


  Jane and Phil Roberts had been married twenty-five years – the first ten childless. Just when they’d given up hope, along came Lauren. She had received nothing but their love and

  devotion – it would be hard to find a more united family. So it came as a shock to discover that no – her parents did not agree with her. It seemed they considered Stock a very nice boy

  with a bright future, and certainly a suitable candidate for their only daughter to go out with.


  Lauren was crushed they felt that way. ‘I’m not dating him,’ she said stubbornly, before rushing up to her room.


  Twenty minutes later her father knocked on her bedroom door. Phil Roberts was a pleasant-looking man with sandy hair parted in the middle, a small moustache and a weak chin. ‘Lauren,

  dear,’ he said, soothingly. ‘We want the best for you, surely you know that?’


  The best, don’t you mean the richest?


  ‘Yes, Daddy, I know.’


  Phil paced around her room, uncomfortable and ill at ease. ‘Spend an evening with the boy, give him a chance.’


  A chance at what? Her virginity?


  ‘Okay, Daddy – maybe,’ she mumbled, noticing that tonight her father looked tired, and she didn’t want to upset him.


  ‘Good girl,’ Phil said, looking relieved.


  Meg was right, it didn’t take Stock long to ask again. A few days later he invited her to his cousin’s twenty-first birthday party. ‘Black tie,’ he announced,

  grandly.


  ‘I don’t have a black tie,’ she dead-panned.


  He didn’t laugh. Bad sign.


  ‘I’ll pick you up at six-thirty,’ he said, patting his crotch – obviously a favourite habit.


  Her parents were suitably pleased.


  ‘We’ll go to Brownings and I’ll buy you a new dress,’ her mother said.


  Lauren nodded. Do we get a discount if I let him jump me?


  On the appointed evening Stock turned up washed and brushed – bristly blond crew cut, reddish tan, well-fitting white dinner jacket. Her parents were impressed. In fact she’d never

  seen her mother so giggly and girlish as she lined them up for a series of quick snapshots.


  Lauren’s new dress was sludge green. She hated it. ‘Made in New York,’ the saleslady had pronounced in hushed tones. After that her mother had refused to look at anything

  else.


  Stock put his arm around her for the photographs. She felt the heat of his hand through the thin material of her dress and held her breath. The rumour was that Ellen-Sue Mathison had been forced

  to leave town because he’d gotten her pregnant. And Melissa Thomlinson swore he’d tried to rape her.


  She shuddered.


  ‘Are you cold?’ Stock asked, solicitously.


  ‘Oh, no, I’m just fine, thank you, Stock,’ replied her mother, twinkling gaily.


  ‘Try this.’ Phil Roberts thrust a glass of champagne drowned in orange juice into his beefy hand. ‘One for the road. No harm, eh?’


  Lauren was seeing her parents in a new light and she wasn’t sure she liked it.


  Stock drove a sleek Ford Thunderbird. He opened the door for her and helped her in, trying for a surreptitious peek up her skirt.


  ‘Nice parents,’ he said, settling behind the wheel.


  ‘Nice car,’ she responded, dully.


  ‘It gets me there.’


  Not with me it doesn’t.


  Now that he had her he didn’t know what to say, and she wasn’t about to make it easy. She was here by default, and if he made one wrong move he’d find himself very, very sorry

  indeed.






  Chapter Three


  Evanston, Illinois, 1973


  Friday morning dawned bleak and icy. The rain beat down relentlessly, forming a muddy sludge on the ground.


  Crammed into the back of a cab between Aunt Franny and his father, Nick felt the bile rise in his throat. They both smelt strongly of mothballs – due to the fact that they’d borrowed

  black clothes from the neighbours, one of whom, Mrs Rifkin, had magnanimously decided to accompany them to the funeral.


  Mrs Rifkin sat in the front of the cab, chewing Chiclets and attempting to make conversation with the black driver who was more interested in breaking the speed limit and dumping them fast. He

  sensed a small tip, and nothing pissed him off more.


  Franny extracted a half-melted peanut-butter cup from her worn purse, popped it into her mouth and said to Primo, ‘Well now . . . when do you think you’ll be moving on?’


  Great, Nick thought sourly, his mother wasn’t even cold and this old bag was trying to get rid of them. So much for family attachments.


  Primo opened his mouth to reply, and the foul aroma of bad teeth and stale beer wafted in the air jockeying with the mothballs for attention.


  ‘What’s your hurry, Fran?’ Primo asked, letting out a not so discreet burp.


  ‘Without Mary’s pay-cheque I can’t be lettin’ you stay. Can’t afford it,’ Franny stated, munching away.


  ‘So you’re throwin’ us out? Is that it?’ Primo said, nastily.


  Franny smoothed down the folds of her skirt, rubbing a newly discovered spot on the cheap material. She was damned if she was going to let her sister’s lazy slob husband live off her. She

  hated the sight of his ugly face. ‘I plan on renting out your rooms,’ she announced. ‘The sooner the better. I—’


  ‘Not to darkies I hope,’ interrupted a panicked Mrs Rifkin, forgetting who she was sitting next to.


  The cab careered around a corner, throwing Nick up against his aunt’s ample bosom. He wished he could throw up all over her, the old cow deserved it.


  ‘An’ how about Nick?’ Primo asked, as if he wasn’t sitting right there beside them.


  ‘You’ll take him with you,’ Franny replied, not even considering the idea of inviting him to stay on.


  ‘He’ll be better off with you,’ Primo insisted.


  Franny rummaged for another chocolate. ‘What am I expected to do with a sixteen-year-old boy?’ she said, in an exasperated voice.


  Primo wasn’t about to drop it. ‘At least he’ll have a home.’


  Was his father actually thinking of him, or was it the thought of being free that urged him on?


  ‘Yes. An’ extra food t’buy. An’ clothes, and all that other stuff young boys need,’ Franny said, indignantly. ‘No thank you. He’s your son. He

  goes with you.’


  Case settled.


  Nick leaned forward, trying to stop the despair that was rising up within him, a despair so great he could barely manage to breathe. One day his mother was there. The next – gone –

  just like that. Heart failure, they said.


  Heart failure at thirty-seven years of age? Desertion more like. She’d left him alone with Primo because she simply couldn’t take any more.


  When they got out of the taxi outside the cemetery, Primo stood there fidgeting, until Franny realized he expected her to pay for the ride. She threw him a filthy look.


  ‘Must’ve left my wallet home,’ Primo mumbled, sheepishly.


  ‘Cheap monkey,’ she said sourly, counting out the exact fare. ‘You always were and you always will be.’


  The cab driver snatched the money and zoomed off, the wheels of his vehicle splashing them all with mud.


  Mrs Rifkin was not pleased. She sprung open a faded umbrella, all the while muttering under her breath, ‘They shouldn’t let ’em drive, that’s what I say.’


  Nick shivered. How could his mother leave him alone with Primo?


  Despair was replaced with anger. He wanted to shout and scream. If he could have gotten hold of her he would have shaken the life out of her.


  Only it was too late, wasn’t it? She was already dead.


  A thin man in a shiny grey slicker with a sinister hood announced he would be escorting them graveside. ‘Is this all of you?’ he sniffed, sounding disappointed.


  ‘Yeah,’ said Primo, belligerently. ‘Wanna make somethin’ of it?’


  The man ignored him.


  ‘We haven’t lived here long,’ Nick felt compelled to explain, as they trudged past endless rows of neatly lined-up graves. ‘My mother didn’t have time to make

  friends.’


  ‘Oh, dear,’ said the man, with about as much interest as a fish. He was into getting rid of this motley group as fast as possible.


  ‘She was a wonderful woman though, really wonderful,’ Nick added, speaking too quickly, his words tripping over each other.


  ‘I’m sure she was,’ said the man in the slicker.


  Finally, they arrived at a freshly dug plot of land where a cheap wooden coffin waited to be lowered into the ground.


  My mother’s in that box, Nick thought, suddenly losing it. Oh, Jeez! My mother’s in that box.


  And so the short ceremony began. And the rain pounded down. And Nick didn’t know whether he was crying or not because his face was wet, so very, very wet . . .


  *   *   *


  Three days later they left. Franny was relieved to see them go. Just to make sure, she packed them stale cheese sandwiches and a flask of lukewarm instant coffee. She stood

  outside her house waving them on their way, even though it was still raining and bitterly cold.


  ‘Fat bitch!’ mumbled Primo, as they drove away in the shabby old van he’d had for ten years.


  ‘Where we goin’, Dad?’ Nick ventured.


  ‘Don’t ask no questions an’ you won’t hear no lies,’ Primo said grimly.


  ‘I just thought—’


  ‘Don’t think,’ Primo interrupted, harshly. ‘Sit there an’ keep your big ugly mouth shut. Ain’t it enough I gotta be responsible for you?’


  There was a thickness in Nick’s throat. Oh sure, he was used to leaving town, abandoning his friends and starting afresh every few months. But he was not used to being without his

  mother’s protection. She’d always been the buffer between him and Primo, and now there was no one who cared.


  ‘Soon as we get where we’re goin’ I’ll look for a job,’ he said, staring at the windscreen wipers as they worked on the relentless rain, scratching against the

  windscreen with a dull scraping sound.


  ‘Nah. Ya gotta stay in school,’ Primo said.


  ‘I don’t,’ he objected.


  ‘That’s where ya wrong. I made ya mother a promise.’


  ‘What promise?’


  ‘Mind your business.’


  It was his life they were discussing, surely he was entitled to know? And since when did Primo care about keeping promises?


  Primo slumped into silence, his bloodshot eyes fixed on the road ahead, his big hands clutching the steering wheel.


  Nick’s mind kept on drifting back to his mother being lowered into the ground, the rain soaking through the cheap wooden coffin. He was overcome with an unbearable sense of suffocation and

  loneliness.


  Was she cold?


  Was her body slowly beginning to rot?


  Some kind of horrible wail began to beat and pound inside his head.


  Why couldn’t it have been Primo?


  Why couldn’t it have been his goddamn father?


  *   *   *


  They stopped for gas a couple of hours later. Nick got out and stretched his legs while Primo vanished into the men’s room and didn’t come out for twenty minutes.

  When he finally emerged he ignored his son and headed straight for the convenience store, where he purchased a pack of Camels and a six-pack of beer. Then he stationed himself by the pay phone and

  began making calls.


  Nick knew better than to ask who he was phoning. He didn’t care. It didn’t matter what his father said, as soon as possible he would find a job, save his money and get the hell

  out.


  He wandered outside and got back in the van. It stunk of gas. Idly he rolled down the window and watched a blonde in a miniskirt and boots make a dash from her car to the ladies room, somewhat

  futilely holding a soggy magazine over her black roots.


  Girls. They were all the same. He’d made out with enough of them to know exactly what they were like. In all his travels there hadn’t been one girl he’d wanted that he

  hadn’t had. It was hard to understand how some poor jerks agonized over getting laid because it was so easy – kind of like fishing. Put out the bait. Reel ’em in easy. Go for the

  kill. And then take off. Fast.


  Nick Angelo could score with anyone. And he did – as frequently as possible – it gave him his only real sense of identity.


  Primo lumbered out to the van, threw the six-pack – depleted by one can – into the middle of the seat, and started the engine.


  ‘Uh . . . it’s illegal to drive with alcohol in the vehicle,’ Nick muttered.


  Primo wiped his nose with the back of his hand. ‘What’re you, a cop?’


  ‘Just pointing it out.’


  ‘Well, don’t.’


  Yeah, Shut up. Sit still. Butt out. The story of his life.


  Leaning back he closed his eyes, drifting into a sort of half sleep – until he was jolted awake when they almost skidded into the back of a massive truck parked on the side of the

  highway.


  ‘Fuckin’ drivers!’ screamed Primo. ‘They don’t give a crap where they dump it.’


  ‘Why don’t I drive?’ Nick suggested. It was beginning to get dark and Primo was already gulping down his third beer.


  ‘Since when did you drive?’ Primo sneered.


  ‘I got taught driver’s ed. in school. Took a test, got my licence.’


  ‘Don’ remember that.’


  No, he wouldn’t, would he? And even if he did he’d never have allowed him to use the van, but he’d taken it out on more than one occasion when Primo was slumped in a drunken

  stupor and he’d had no fear of getting caught.


  The van skidded again. Primo grunted, finally deciding he’d had enough. Pulling over, he slid across to the passenger side, shoving Nick out into the icy rain.


  Nick ran around the back and quickly jumped in the driver’s seat. ‘Where we headin’?’ he asked, gripping the steering wheel, anxious to get wherever they were going.


  Primo finished his beer, crushing the can in his big hand and flinging it out the window. ‘Kansas,’ he said, burping loudly. ‘Some piss-assed town called Bosewell.’


  ‘Why there?’


  ‘’Cause I got a wife there, that’s why.’


  This was big news to Nick.






  Chapter Four


  Bosewell, Kansas, 1973


  What started out as a simple date seemed to be turning into a relationship, and everyone was pleased except Lauren. She’d fallen into some kind of dumb routine with

  Stock. Dinner and a movie on Friday night. Dancing and a party every Saturday. And two family brunches. This had been going on for six weeks.


  ‘What’s happening?’ she wailed to Meg. ‘I used to be a free person, how did I get myself into this?’


  ‘Has he tried anything yet?’ Meg asked, lighting up a forbidden cigarette.


  ‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘And stop pumping me all the time, you’re like a district attorney!’


  ‘No, I’m not. I’m dying to find out the dirty details.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘C’mon, Laurie,’ Meg pleaded. ‘You know we share everything. He must’ve kissed you at least.’


  ‘Maybe,’ she said, mysteriously.


  ‘Has he?’ Meg pressed.


  ‘Maybe,’ she repeated.


  They were in Lauren’s bedroom, and Meg began to bounce up and down on the bed, her face red with the frustration of not being able to get any good scoop out of her best friend. ‘Tell

  me, you rotten little B-word!’


  She didn’t particularly wish to confide in Meg – after all it wasn’t that exciting – but now there seemed to be no choice. ‘Okay, so he’s kissed me. Big deal.

  End of subject.’


  Meg’s eyes gleamed. ‘Is he a good kisser?’


  ‘He’s got big teeth.’


  ‘What does that mean?’


  ‘They get in the way. And besides,’ she sighed, ‘I told you, I don’t feel anything for him.’


  Meg jumped off the bed. ‘Perhaps I should take him over. How’s that for an idea?’


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘You don’t mean it.’


  ‘I do! I do!’


  Meg was exasperated. ‘You’ve got the hottest hunk in town panting all over you, and you’re acting like it’s no biggie.’


  ‘It’s not.’


  ‘Then why don’t you stop seeing him?’


  She sighed again. ‘Because I can’t. My parents like him. They like his parents. In fact, if you want to know the truth – my father’s selling his dad some kind of

  big insurance thing.’


  Meg dragged on her cigarette like a veteran. ‘Oh, that’s not so good.’


  ‘Don’t I know it,’ she said glumly, trying to figure out exactly how it had happened. Their first date had been uneventful, Stock had behaved himself perfectly – he

  didn’t even get drunk, while all around his football buddies were staggering zombies.


  She’d had no reason to turn down his second invitation, especially with her parents urging her on. And then suddenly her father was selling his father insurance, and there

  was no way she could mess that up.


  Before she knew it, everyone considered that she and Stock were a couple.


  Now she was stuck. And she wasn’t happy.


  *   *   *


  Mr Lucas, Bosewell High’s history teacher, droned on. Lauren attempted to concentrate but it was difficult – the man was dull – and getting anything out of his

  class was almost impossible, he had no idea how to fire his students’ imaginations. They sat in front of him – twenty-four bored teenagers engaged in a variety of activities. Joey

  Pearson – the class clown – was busy writing dirty limericks and passing them around. Dawn Kovak – the school tramp – negotiated with one of the boys about what she might do

  to him during lunch hour. Meg sketched fashion designs beneath the cover of World History. And Lauren day-dreamed.


  Her biggest day-dream was always about New York. When she was little her parents had taken her to see Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s and she’d never forgotten the

  thrill of seeing the big city on the movie screen.


  New York . . . she’d definitely decided that one of these days she was going there just like Audrey Hepburn. And she’d have her own apartment, a fulfilling job and a cat. Oh, yes,

  she’d definitely have a cat. And of course a boyfriend. A real boyfriend. Not Stock Browning with his white crew cut and macho walk. A man more along the lines of Robert Redford

  or Paul Newman – she was quite partial to the dirty-blond look.


  ‘Lauren!’ Mr Lucas’s waspish voice interrupted her reverie. ‘Kindly answer the question.’


  Question. What question? She quickly glanced at the blackboard and figured out what he’d been teaching, coming up with the correct answer just in time.


  ‘You’re amazing!’ Meg whispered, stifling a giggle. ‘Even I could see you were somewhere in China!’


  ‘New York,’ Lauren whispered back, ‘although I wouldn’t mind visiting China one day.’


  ‘Fat chance!’


  Meg and she viewed their futures differently. Meg saw herself married with kids living happily in Bosewell. Lauren knew there was a whole other world out there and she planned to explore it

  before settling down.


  The bell sounded, signifying the end of class.


  Stock was leaning on the lunch counter waiting for her. ‘I’ll pick you up at six-thirty tonight,’ he said.


  ‘You will?’


  ‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.’


  ‘Forgotten what?’


  ‘Dinner with my parents.’


  ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, listlessly.


  ‘Don’t go crazy with excitement.’


  What did he want from her? She was going, wasn’t she? Surely that was enough?


  Bending down he pecked her on the cheek. He smelt of sweat and camphor. The sweat she could take, but the camphor almost made her gag. It was definitely time she had a chat with her father about

  the insurance he was selling Mr Browning. Was it a done deal? And if she stopped seeing Stock, would it upset everything? She was sure that any moment he was going to make the big move, and she had

  no desire to star as the struggling victim trapped beneath his bulk in the cramped interior of his Ford Thunderbird.


  On the way home she stopped at her father’s small office – located on Main Street above the Blakely Brothers hardware store. The door was locked, the shade pulled down covering the

  glass. Philip M. Roberts, Insurance, was printed on the door. One day he’d hinted it would read Philip M. Roberts and Daughter. Lauren hadn’t summoned up the courage to

  inform him she had no intention of going into the insurance business.


  Disappointed he wasn’t there, she carried on home.


  Her mother was in the kitchen making a cake.


  ‘Where’s Dad?’ she asked, sticking her finger in the mixing bowl and scooping out a taste of the creamy mixture.


  ‘Stop that!’ Jane Roberts scolded. She was a dark-haired woman with fine features and high cheekbones. It was easy to see where Lauren had inherited her good looks.


  ‘Umm! Delicious!’ Lauren stuck her finger in again.


  ‘I said, stop it,’ Jane repeated, sternly. ‘There’ll be nothing left. This cake is for you to take to the Brownings tonight.’


  ‘No way!’ she said, horrified. ‘I’m not taking them a cake, Mother.’


  ‘Then I’ll have to ask Stock.’


  ‘No, mother, no! You can’t embarrass me this way.’


  Jane stopped what she was doing and wiped her hands on her apron. ‘What’s embarrassing about baking the Brownings a cake?’


  Lauren hesitated. ‘Well, you know, it’s sort of like . . . uh . . . sucking up.’


  Jane narrowed her eyes. ‘Sucking up?’


  ‘You know what I mean.’


  ‘No. I’m afraid I don’t.’ Jane glared at her only child with a how dare you talk to me like that – wait until your father gets home expression.


  Uh oh. Mother was p.o.’d. Maybe she’d gone too far. ‘Okay, okay, I’ll take the dumb cake,’ she mumbled, and rushed upstairs to her room.


  It was quite obvious suck up was the name of the game, and right now there was nothing she could do about it.


  *   *   *


  Daphne Browning was a big woman with multiple chins and bright scarlet lips. She greeted Lauren graciously. ‘Your mother’s so thoughtful. What a perfectly

  lovely gesture,’ she gushed. ‘Of course my doctor forbids that I eat chocolate, but Benjamin simply adores it, don’t you, darling?’


  Benjamin Browning barely glanced up from his newspaper. He was a tall man, thick around the middle – with terse features, iron grey hair and matching bushy eyebrows. ‘Trying to

  diet,’ he grunted.


  Stock prowled around the room, while Lauren settled herself stiffly on a damask chair in the very formal living room. A hovering maid whisked the cake away never to be seen again.


  ‘When are we eating?’ demanded Stock.


  Daphne ignored him. ‘Tell me, dear,’ she said, scarlet lips quivering as she turned towards Lauren. ‘Is Stock your first boyfriend?’


  Lauren could not believe she was being asked such a personal question. If she wasn’t so polite she would have replied, ‘None of your business.’ Instead she began furiously

  petting Mrs Browning’s Pekinese – a ferocious little dog who bared its teeth and growled viciously.


  ‘What a cute puppy!’ she exclaimed, trying to sound sincere. ‘How old is he?’


  ‘She,’ corrected Mrs Browning.


  ‘And her name is?’


  ‘Princess Pink Pontoon.’


  ‘How unusual.’ She patted the dog again and the little rat snapped at her with its lethal teeth.


  Stock guffawed. ‘It’ll take your hand off if it can.’


  ‘Stock!’ admonished Daphne. ‘Princess would never do that.’


  ‘Dinner is served,’ announced a black maid, appearing at the door.


  Mr Browning put down his paper. ‘About bloody time,’ he said, irritably.


  Dinner was a drag. This was one evening Lauren had no wish to repeat. Mrs Browning was a snob. Mr Browning was plain rude. And Stock was . . . well he was Stock.


  On the drive home he got straight to the point. ‘They like you,’ he said.


  ‘That’s nice.’


  ‘Even though you’re young.’


  What was he – all of eighteen? ‘I’m thrilled,’ she said, dryly.


  He missed her sarcasm. ‘They gave us permission.’


  ‘For what?’ she asked, stifling a yawn.


  ‘To get engaged.’






  Chapter Five


  Aretha Mae Angelo opened the door of her trailer home and glared at Primo as if she’d seen him the day before. Actually it was seventeen years since he’d walked out

  on her, but she certainly wasn’t about to let seventeen years stand in the way of a vigorous tongue-lashing.


  Hunched in the van, Nick could hear every word as she tore into his father.


  ‘What you want? Cheatin’ slime. How come you sniffin’ round here again? Y’ain’t nothin’ but a bum, so get outta here. Y’hear me?

  Out.’


  She might be telling him to get lost, but Primo whined some kind of weak excuse, and before Nick could make out exactly what was happening the woman yelled more insults, dragged Primo inside the

  trailer and slammed the door shut.


  Nick sat in the van and contemplated the last week. He was sixteen years old – nearly seventeen – and his life was over. Who cared about anything? He certainly didn’t. His

  whole existence had been a lie.


  Mary and Primo. His loving parents. Now Primo had informed him they weren’t even legally married, because he’d still been married to this woman when he and Mary had exchanged their

  wedding vows.


  Primo Angelo was a bigamist.


  And if that was so, what did it make him?


  He didn’t care to think about it.


  The rain had slowed to a drizzle but it was still icy cold. Nick huddled in the van, hungry and tired – empty of any emotion.


  Some time later Primo emerged from the trailer followed by the woman. Yanking open the door of the van he thrust a dirty blanket at Nick. ‘You’ll sleep out here,’ he said,

  gruffly. ‘No room inside.’


  The woman pressed forward trying to get a look at him.


  Nick noticed she was dark-skinned, very dark-skinned. With a sudden jolt he realized she was black.


  *   *   *


  In the morning the rain had stopped. Asleep across the two front seats Nick was awakened by a faint scratching sound. For a moment he couldn’t figure out where he was. He

  sat up, banging his head on the roof. His gut ached with hunger, and he felt an urgent need to pee.


  Staring at him through the side window were two small black boys. One of them was scraping his fingernails against the window. As soon as they saw he was awake they ran away.


  In the light of day he took in his surroundings. The van was parked in the middle of a sparsely populated trailer park. A few skinny dogs loped around a cluster of dilapidated-looking trailers,

  while all around was mud, weeds and over to one side a massive garbage dump.


  This place made Aunt Franny’s run-down house in Evanston seem like a palace.


  He got out of the van. Crouching on the ground a few feet away lurked the two black kids, still staring at him.


  ‘Hey—’ he said. ‘What’s up?’


  They didn’t respond.


  ‘Gotta take a piss.’


  One of the boys pointed to a ramshackle hut next to the garbage pile.


  He made it to the hut and wished he hadn’t, the stench was unbearable.


  After doing what he had to do he hurried back to the van, his stomach rumbling uncontrollably. In his pocket he had exactly thirty-five cents. Not enough to do shit.


  Leaning against the van he thought about his future and decided that things certainly couldn’t get any worse. He was stuck in a strange town, waiting around in some crummy trailer park

  while his father re-acquainted himself with the woman he’d been married to for seventeen years and never told anyone.


  One of the boys edged towards him, a handsome kid with bright eyes and dark chocolate skin. ‘What’s your name, mister?’ the boy asked, curiously.


  ‘Nick. What’s yours?’


  ‘Harlan. I’se ten. How olds you?’


  ‘Sixteen.’


  ‘What you doin’ here?’


  He shrugged. ‘Beats me.’


  After a while Primo emerged from the trailer clad only in his grubby underwear, scratching his bulging belly, a rare smile lighting up his unshaven face. Nick knew the look. It was his

  father’s I just got laid, aren’t I a fine stud look.


  ‘Howdja sleep?’ Primo asked, as if they’d spent the night in a fancy hotel.


  ‘I didn’t. I was too hungry,’ he muttered, angry with his father, and yet not sure how to express himself. What he’d really like to do was beat his stupid lying brains

  out.


  ‘Doncha worry ’bout that,’ Primo said jovially, as if nothing was amiss. ‘Aretha Mae’s one fine little cook.’ He clapped his hand on his son’s shoulder.

  ‘C’mon, I wancha t’meet her.’


  Reluctantly he followed Primo into the trailer while the two boys hovered close behind.


  Inside it was a crowded mess with clutter everywhere – clothes, magazines, old newspapers and junk piled high on every surface. In one corner was an unmade bed, and on the floor rested two

  mouldy sleeping bags.


  Aretha Mae busied herself at a kerosene stove frying ham and potatoes in greasy bacon fat. She was a sinewy black woman with frizzy, dyed red hair and a wary look in her eyes.


  ‘Sit yourself down, boy,’ she said to Nick over her shoulder. ‘You must be real hungry.’


  He squeezed on to a torn plastic-covered bench next to a rickety table stacked with dirty dishes.


  Aretha Mae dumped a plate of food in front of him, sweeping the used dishes to one side. ‘Eat,’ she commanded.


  Primo chuckled, he saw a home in his future. ‘I knew you two would get along.’


  ‘Shut your mouth,’ Aretha Mae said. ‘We be talkin’ ’bout who gets along later. Don’t go thinkin’ you’re movin’ in.’


  Nick was impressed by her nerve, although he half expected his father to smack her across the mouth.


  Primo didn’t. Primo laughed, a big-bellied laugh. ‘Still a feisty bitch,’ he said. ‘I like that in a woman. You haven’t changed.’


  Aretha Mae threw him a stern look. ‘Don’ use no bad language in front of my kids,’ she said, indicating the two silent boys by the door.


  ‘Listen who’s talkin’,’ Primo said, scratching his stomach. ‘I can remember when that’s all you used.’


  ‘Things was different then.’ Aretha Mae said, primly. ‘Those was different times.’


  Primo continued to laugh and grabbed her ass. ‘They sure was.’


  She slapped his hand away and turned to Nick, busy wolfing down the greasy but delicious meal. ‘What your old man tell you ’bout me?’ she demanded. ‘He tell you we was

  married? He tell you he ran out on me when I got pregnant? He tell you ’bout your half-sister he ain’t never seen – let alone supported?’


  Nick stopped eating. Sister? What kind of crap was coming his way now?


  ‘I didn’t know . . .’ Primo whined. ‘You threw me out. I didn’t know you was pregnant.’


  ‘Liar!’ she snapped. ‘The baby in my belly was why you ran.’ She glared at him balefully. ‘An’ then whaddaya do? Fix another woman so youse trapped

  anyhow. Dumb chickenshit!’


  Primo wrapped his arms around her from behind, caressing her bony body. ‘C’mon, hon, I’m back,’ he crooned. ‘You always knew I’d be back,

  didn’t’ja?’


  Aretha Mae made a cross sound in the back of her throat. Not that cross. In fact it was becoming quite obvious she didn’t mind having Primo’s lumbering arms around her one little

  bit.


  Nick thought of his hard-working mother lying in her grave and the greasy food turned in his stomach. He hated his father. He hated the whole stinking set-up.


  Abruptly he stood up. ‘What sister?’


  ‘She be away right now,’ Aretha Mae said, quickly. ‘She be visiting relatives in Kansas City.’


  ‘I got me a daughter,’ Primo marvelled. ‘I always wanted a girl.’


  ‘You got one all right,’ Aretha Mae said. ‘Oh, yessir me, you really got one.’


  *   *   *


  Several days later they moved in after spending a few nights in Bosewell’s only motel. Since there wasn’t room for all of them in one trailer, Primo made a deal with

  the couple next door to take over their rat-infested storage dump – a place with no wheels and cardboard covering the window spaces. ‘It’ll do for the kids t’sleep

  in,’ he convinced Aretha Mae. ‘Should clean up nice.’


  Nick spent three days hauling out junk, dodging rats, cockroaches and spiders while Harlan and his younger brother, Luke, helped out. They were jumpy little kids, petrified of their mother who

  ruled them with an acid tongue.


  The two boys attended school every day. They walked the several miles, leaving the trailer park at six in the morning. Aretha Mae left shortly after that to go to her job as a maid to a rich

  family in Bosewell. This gave Primo plenty of time to himself, and although he promised Aretha Mae he’d start looking for a job he had no intention of doing so. The moment she left he settled

  in front of her small black-and-white portable television – a six-pack nearby. Nothing had changed for Primo. He knew his priorities and he stuck to them.


  Nick hung around, he had nowhere to go.


  After a couple of days Primo said, ‘Gotta get you back in school.’


  ‘I’d sooner get a job,’ he said, feeling restless and trapped. ‘Maybe—’


  ‘I promised your ma,’ Primo interrupted, staring at the television. ‘Thought I told y’that.’


  ‘So what?’


  Whack! Right across the mouth. It caught him by surprise, cutting the side of his lip. He tasted blood and was filled with fury. There was no Mary to protect him now. School was in his future

  and there was nothing he could do about it, at least for now. As soon as he could he’d find a job, save his money and get out.


  Nick Angelo planned to run, and nobody was going to stop him.






  Chapter Six


  ‘How exciting!’ screamed Meg.


  ‘Darling, I couldn’t be more pleased for you,’ said her mother.


  ‘This is great news,’ announced her father, like she’d just concluded a complicated insurance deal.


  Idiot! She should have kept her mouth shut. All she’d done was tell them Stock had mentioned they should get engaged, and the next thing it was the town gossip. Now she was more trapped

  than ever in a relationship that totally confused her.


  She was sixteen. She was too young. Oh sure, her mother had gotten married at seventeen – but that was a love match between two people who were crazy about each other, they’d told

  her the story enough times.


  Her situation was different – she hardly even knew Stock – and what she did know she didn’t much like.


  ‘I’m not getting engaged,’ she informed her parents, panic-stricken at the thought.


  Jane Roberts smiled and patted her daughter like she was an excitable puppy that needed calming. ‘Nerves, darling,’ she said. ‘Marriage is a big step. You’ll have a long

  engagement, get to know each other. Stock’s a nice boy from a fine family. Your father and I are very happy.’


  Oh, good, they were happy. What about her? Wasn’t she the one supposed to be grinning uncontrollably and walking ten feet above the ground?


  Love. From everything she’d seen and read it was a magical feeling and all she felt was sick.


  In second grade she’d had a crush on Sammy Pilsner. She’d been eight years old and ecstatic. He’d made her shiver and shake whenever she saw him.


  At twelve she’d fallen in love with one of her cousins – Brad – a bony-looking boy three years older than her. He and his family only visited at Christmas so she’d soon

  grown out of that.


  At thirteen she’d had her first date. Disaster.


  At fourteen her first kiss. Even worse.


  And at fifteen she went steady for a satisfying six months with Sammy Pilsner.


  Sammy didn’t make her shiver and shake as much as he had when she was eight, but he was a good kisser and they got into many long lustful nights of heavy petting, although she never let

  him go all the way – she was too frightened of getting pregnant – even though he drove over fifty miles to a neighbouring town to buy rubbers, and tried to convince her they should do

  it.


  Eventually Sammy’s father got promoted at his job, and they moved to Chicago. She was a little bit heartbroken. She and Sammy corresponded for a few months, then his letters tapered off,

  and she realized she was free to see whoever she wanted. She dated several different boys. They all wanted one thing. If she hadn’t given it to Sammy, why would she surrender it to a casual

  date?


  One thing about Stock, he hadn’t jumped her. Yet.


  ‘I don’t want to get engaged,’ she confided to Meg.


  ‘Everyone’s soooo jealous!’ Meg squealed. ‘Has he given you a ring? When are you going to do it? You’ll have to do it now you’re

  engaged.’


  ‘But I’m not,’ Lauren protested.


  Meg squinted at her. ‘Not what? Not engaged? Or not going to do it?’


  ‘Not engaged, asshole.’


  ‘Nice talk from a virgin!’


  ‘Asshole,’ Lauren repeated.


  If her father ever heard her say that he’d kill her. Neither of her parents swore, at least not in front of her, although she’d once heard her father loudly groaning, ‘Christ!

  Christ!’ when she was eleven and listening outside their bedroom door.


  At least she knew what men said when they had sex. Although Sammy didn’t. In the throes of passion, when she was doing something to him nice girls weren’t supposed to do, Sammy

  Pilsner used to yell out, ‘Cowboys and Indians! This is an attack! Go for it! Go for it!’


  Thinking of Sammy made her grin. His was the first and only penis she’d ever seen – she didn’t count the time she’d walked in on her father getting out of the shower.

  He’d gone red in the face and screamed at her to leave the room immediately. She was ten at the time. Shortly after, her mother had taken her to one side and told her to please knock when

  entering their bathroom.


  Knock knock.


  Who’s there?


  Daddy’s penis.


  I promise 1 won’t look.


  Sammy Pilsner was very proud of his penis, he wanted her to look all the time. In fact he wanted her to do a lot more than look.


  She’d obliged, because at the time she thought she loved him, and at least you couldn’t get pregnant that way.


  She knew all about oral sex having read about it in Playboy. Her father kept copies of the magazine locked in a storage closet in the basement. She’d discovered his stash one day

  and over the course of the next few weeks had read them all. Each magazine was full of naked women, sexist cartoons and articles about all kinds of sexual activities. She didn’t enjoy looking

  at it, but it certainly taught her a lot. Sammy Pilsner couldn’t believe his luck!


  But that was the past – now she had Stock to deal with.


  A few days later he sidled up to her in lunch break and informed her that his parents had decided to throw a big engagement party for them.


  She wanted to say, ‘But I never said we’d get engaged.’ Instead she found herself nodding and listlessly agreeing.


  Maybe that’s what Stock liked about her – her total lack of enthusiasm. As the football hero and son of the town’s richest man, he’d had girls fawning all over him since

  sixth grade. Perhaps he found her cool attitude a refreshing change.


  ‘Saturday night,’ he said, sliding his arm around her shoulders. ‘My mother’s talking to yours.’


  Oh, great! She should put a stop to this now. Somehow it just seemed easier to go along with it. Like that girl in The Graduate she could take it all the way to church – and then

  some handsome hero would rush in to save her and she’d run off with him leaving Stock with his mouth open – probably patting his crotch to make sure she hadn’t taken it with

  her!


  One question. Who would the rescuing hero be? Sammy Pilsner? She didn’t think so. Sammy was probably getting his penis licked by a cute little Chicago girl with long legs and a big

  mouth.


  Idly she wondered if her mother ever did that to her father. The very thought made her shudder. No way. He probably didn’t even let her look at it.


  ‘I’ve got a big surprise for you,’ Stock said, surreptitiously checking out her bra strap through her sweater.


  ‘What?’ she asked, impatiently.


  ‘Never you mind, you’ll see.’


  Asshole.


  On the way home from school she stopped by her father’s office. Once more he’d closed up early. She rattled the handle just to make sure. Nobody home.


  Downstairs she popped into the Blakely Brothers hardware store. The Blakely brothers were identical twins, both fat and fifty with jovial smiles and drooping bushy eyebrows. She had no idea how

  to tell them apart.


  ‘Hi’ya, Mr Blakely,’ she said, cheerily, ‘How’s your wife?’


  He beamed. ‘If I had one she’d be fine.’


  Foiled again! One was married. One single. The rumour around town was that the single one was a homosexual.


  She grinned. ‘Just testing. I knew it was you!’


  ‘No, you didn’t.’ He winked. ‘I hear you’re engaged. That’s very nice, Lauren.’


  Her father the blabbermouth. This was obviously no secret.


  ‘Have you seen my dad? He seems to have left early again.’


  ‘Didn’t notice him go.’


  She had a ton of homework. Perhaps it was just as well her father wasn’t around, they would have started talking, she’d get home late, and then she’d have to work all through

  dinner.


  She’d never told her father she knew about his secret stash of Playboys. She’d never told her mother either.


  ‘Your mom ordered lightbulbs,’ Mr Blakely said. ‘Since your dad has left . . .’ he trailed off.


  ‘I’ll take them,’ she volunteered.


  He handed her a large brown supermarket bag piled high. When her mother ordered she did it in bulk imagining it saved her money.


  The package wasn’t heavy – merely cumbersome. Lauren slung her school bag over her shoulder and grasped the bag with both hands. ‘’Bye, Mr Blakely.’


  ‘Goodbye, Lauren. You’re marrying into a fine family. One of the best.’


  I’m not marrying into anything, Mr Blakely. I am merely getting engaged. Temporarily. Because I can’t stand the fuss of wriggling out of it. Because I’m always trying to

  please people. Because I hate to hurt anyone’s feelings.


  Because I’m an idiot!


  Crash! Some jerk ran right into her at the swing door, and her package fell to the ground, followed by the sound of breaking glass.


  ‘Shit!’ the jerk said. No ‘Sorry.’ No ‘Excuse me.’ Just a short, terse ‘Shit!’


  She waited.


  ‘You should look where you’re goin’,’ he said, rudely.


  She was outraged. ‘I should?’


  ‘Yeah. You walked into me.’


  ‘I did no such thing.’


  ‘Sure you did.’


  ‘No. I didn’t.’


  They stared at each other, two furious strangers.


  He was skinny and not very tall, with jet-black curly hair, a pale complexion, a slight indentation in the centre of his chin and intense green eyes. He wore a grubby white T-shirt under a

  battered denim jacket, indescribably filthy torn jeans and battered sneakers.


  Against her better judgement she felt a shiver of excitement. ‘Aren’t you going to help me pick everything up?’ she asked, wondering who he was.


  Nick returned her stare. Not bad. A bit square looking. Hardly his usual type. But he was horny, God, he was horny!


  ‘Okay,’ he mumbled, bending to help her.


  ‘What about the broken bulbs?’ she asked, finding two smashed ones.


  ‘Get the store to replace ’em, you’re on their property,’ he said, trying to decide how long it would take to screw her. Small-town girl. Possibly a virgin. Definitely

  more than one date.


  He leaned closer catching a whiff of her scent. She smelt like lemon soap, no cheap dime-store perfume. And her hair – long and shiny – was some sort of chestnut colour. He checked

  out her body. Slim but definitely acceptable.


  ‘I can’t do that,’ she said, primly. ‘You’ll have to pay for them.’


  He laughed. Not a very nice laugh. A sarcastic who do you think you’re talking to laugh.


  ‘Sweetheart, I got enough to buy one pack of smokes an’ that’s it.’


  ‘Am I supposed to pay for them?’ she countered.


  ‘No.’ He nodded over to the counter where Mr Blakely was busy with another customer. ‘I told you – go talk to old fatso. He’ll give you back your money.’


  ‘Don’t call Mr Blakely that,’ she whispered, furiously.


  ‘He can’t hear me.’


  ‘Maybe he can.’


  ‘What’s he got – X-ray ears?’


  Just as she was about to reply, her father appeared, hurrying down the stairs that led from his office.


  ‘Daddy!’ she exclaimed, forgetting about the green-eyed stranger for a moment.


  As soon as Nick heard the word ‘daddy’ he was out of there. He’d learned at an early age to stay as far away from fathers as possible.


  ‘Where have you been?’ Lauren asked, grabbing her father’s arm.


  ‘Upstairs, working.’


  ‘But I went upstairs. The shade was down, the door locked.’


  ‘Nonsense. What’s all this?’ he indicated the mess on the floor.


  Flustered, she looked around. The boy who’d so rudely crashed into her was gone. ‘Oh, I dropped Mom’s lightbulbs.’


  Phil chuckled. ‘What’s the woman doing – stocking up for the next three years?’


  Lauren giggled, they were conspirators in her mother’s excesses. ‘You know Mom,’ she said.


  ‘Indeed I do,’ he replied. ‘By the way, Lauren, I haven’t had a private moment to tell you how happy I am about your engagement. Stock is an upstanding boy with

  traditional values, his family is first class.’ A pause. ‘Your mother and I are very proud of you.’


  Shit! If a stranger could say it she could certainly think it.


  I guess I’m engaged, she thought gloomily. No way out. For now.






  Chapter Seven


  Aretha Mae arranged to get him into Bosewell High mid-term. ‘Cyndra goes there,’ she informed him.


  ‘Who’s Cyndra?’


  ‘She be your sister, boy, an’ don’ go forgettin’ it. Good-lookin’ girl, that’s her problem. An’ I don’ wan’ it bein’ yours,

  seein’ as you all be sleepin’ in together.’


  Wasn’t it bad enough he had to squeeze in with Harlan and Luke?


  He cadged a couple of bucks off his father and made his way into town. They’d stayed in some one-gas-station towns in their time, but Bosewell scored the prize. He explored Main Street,

  wandering into the hardware store where he bumped – literally – into a girl he considered making out with for a moment, but then her father appeared and he was out of there fast. She

  wasn’t his type anyway, too clean-cut.


  The waitress in the drugstore was more like it. Mid-twenties, big knockers and a slight squint.


  He slid up to the counter and ordered coffee.


  ‘Black?’ she asked, hardly taking any notice of him.


  He winked to get her attention. ‘With cream, sweetheart. Lots of it.’


  ‘You new in town?’


  ‘How’d’ja guess?’


  ‘’Cause if you wasn’t you wouldn’t be tryin’ to hit on me. You’d know Dave was my husband.’ She jerked her thumb at the short-order cook, a burly man

  about ten years older than her with muscles to spare.


  Nick refused to give up. ‘He keep you happy?’


  She raised a sarcastic eyebrow. ‘Does Mommy know you’re out?’


  They both burst out laughing at the same time.


  ‘Louise,’ she said. ‘Welcome to Bosewell.’


  ‘Dave’s a lucky guy.’


  ‘And you’re a fresh kid. What you doin’ here anyway? Passin’ through on your way to reform school?’


  ‘My old man moved us here.’


  She poured him a cup of coffee, adding a generous amount of cream. ‘An’ what does he do?’


  ‘Fucks up a lot.’


  Louise sighed. ‘Don’t we all, dear. Don’t we all.’


  ‘I gotta go to school,’ he said, gulping his coffee. ‘But I wanna work nights an’ weekends, score some bucks. Got any ideas?’


  ‘What do you think I am? An employment agency?’ she said, smoothing down her gingham apron.


  ‘Just askin’.’


  She softened. ‘Maybe Dave’ll know of somethin’.’


  Her attention was taken by a group of high school kids who came crowding in making a lot of noise. She moved over to take their orders.


  Nick checked them out. He was used to joining new schools halfway through the semester, it was always the same deal. The other kids regarded him with suspicion – usually there was some

  jerk who tried to start a fight, while most of the girls pretended they didn’t notice him – although they did.


  Every time he had to prove himself, every fuckin’ time. It meant pounding the shit out of the school bully and screwing the prettiest girl. Somehow he always managed to do both.


  He had one golden rule. Don’t play fair. It worked good.


  One of these days he’d be out of school once and for all, the routine was getting him down. Exactly how many times did he have to prove himself?


  The group was asking Louise about him and staring over. A couple of the girls nudged each other. A big guy with a blond crew cut made a smart remark and they all laughed.


  Instinctively he knew that this was the guy he’d have to deal with.


  Tough shit, big guy. I’ll give you a shot in the balls that’ll take you all the way to Miami and back.


  Louise returned and filled his cup.


  He nodded towards Mister Crew Cut.


  ‘Don’ mess with him, honey,’ Louise warned. ‘His daddy owns most of this town.’


  ‘Yeah?’


  ‘You’d better believe it.’ She brushed a strand of lank brown hair out of her squinty eyes. ‘Lemme go talk to Dave, his brother George runs the gas station. You know

  anythin’ ’bout cars?’


  ‘If it stops I can fix it. That good enough?’


  ‘We’ll see, hon, we’ll see.’


  *   *   *


  Back at the trailer it was the same old scene. Primo sat glued to the television, burping, swigging beer and picking at a bag of pretzels.


  Aretha Mae stood in front of the kerosene stove, her shoulders slumped as she heated up two-day-old meatloaf – a gift from her employer, who allowed her the choice of throwing old food

  away or taking it home.


  Harlan and Luke played outside, kicking around old tin cans and jumping in and out of the skeleton of what was once a car.


  Nick strolled outside and joined them. ‘One of these days I’m gonna get me a Cadillac,’ he confided. ‘A goddamn red Cadillac with chrome bumpers an’ leather

  seats.’


  ‘Can we ride in it?’ Harlan asked, believing every word.


  ‘Sure. Every day, if you like.’


  The next morning he rode the bus to school with Aretha Mae. She told him where to get off and handed him a dollar.


  ‘What’s this for?’ he asked, not wanting her charity.


  ‘In case y’need it,’ she replied stoically, staring straight ahead.


  He wondered what the going rate was for maids in Bosewell? Or maybe her employer piled her up with old food and clothes and considered that payment enough.


  Bosewell High was a pale grey concrete building surrounded by green lawns on one side and an enormous parking lot on the other.


  Clusters of students headed towards the imposing front entrance, most of them coming from the parking lot.


  Nick felt the usual hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach. He tried to ignore it. Stay cool. No nerves.


  Don’t let the fuckers get you down.


  Without having to ask he found registration and made himself official. The school secretary ran a disapproving eye over his grubby uniform of jeans, T-shirt and jacket.


  ‘While we have no dress code here at Bosewell High, we do expect our students to look clean and well-groomed,’ she said. ‘That means washed and pressed clothes at all times.

  And no torn jeans.’


  ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Hopefully he’d never have to see her again.


  ‘Classroom number three, Mr Angelo. Your teacher will tell you what books you need.’


  ‘Thank you, ma’am.’


  Old cow. He could charm her if he wanted to.


  Who wanted to?






  Chapter Eight


  ‘Ohh . . . feast your eyes on him!’ Meg nudged Lauren excitedly. ‘Now he’s what I call gorgeous!’


  Lauren glanced up from her desk, her mind elsewhere. ‘Who?’ she asked, vaguely.


  ‘Him. Standing by the door. He must be the new student. Dawn spotted him yesterday at the drugstore and she’s in love.’


  ‘Dawn’s in love every day.’


  ‘I know. But this one is – oh – I dunno – so sort of moody looking.’ Meg jumped up. ‘I’m going over to welcome him.’


  Lauren looked over at the door. And then she looked again. Meg was talking about the boy she’d run into at Blakely’s hardware store. The one with the green eyes and smart mouth.


  ‘Who is he?’ she asked.


  Too late. Meg was halfway across the classroom, while Dawn was fast approaching from the other direction.


  Lauren sat tight. Let them make fools of themselves if they wanted to. He wasn’t that great. Just different . . .


  Meg was speaking to him now, eyes sparkling, cheeks flushed. Lauren watched her go for it. They were best friends, had been since elementary school, but sometimes Meg was too impulsive. She

  should have waited, let him come after her. Well-known fact. Boys liked to chase after girls, not the other way around.


  Meg was pretty, with fluffy yellow hair and blue eyes. She was ten pounds overweight and on a permanent diet. Her two front teeth were crooked, which sometimes gave her a rabbity look.


  Dawn Kovak on the other hand was a tramp. She had dyed black hair, a prominent bosom, and wore too much make-up. She didn’t look sixteen, she looked thirty.


  Lauren observed them both in action, her best friend and the school dump – as Dawn was nicknamed.


  He’d probably go for Dawn with her black hair and big bosom – they always did. Meg had virgin written all over her.


  Surprisingly he chose Meg, allowing her to lead him to the only vacant desk, listening as she chattered on, giving her all his attention.


  Lauren felt the smallest shiver of jealousy. Which was ridiculous really, because she certainly wanted nothing to do with him. She was engaged to Stock Browning. She was very, very busy,

  thank you very much.


  Hmm . . . maybe she should go over and greet him?


  No need. Meg seemed to be doing a perfectly wonderful job of making him feel more than welcome.


  She stopped watching and opened up her English Lit. book. Concentrating was not easy. She couldn’t help glancing up to see what Meg was doing. Meg was heading back to her desk with a

  triumphant expression.


  Just as she got back, their teacher entered the classroom.


  ‘He’s fantastic!’ Meg whispered, sitting down, a silly smile lighting up her face. ‘And he’s asked me out.’


  ‘He has?’


  ‘Yep. Tonight.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Who knows? I’m meeting him in front of the drugstore at eight.’


  ‘Your parents’ll never let you out on a school night.’


  ‘I’ll say I’m over at your place studying.’


  ‘Meg, you don’t know anything about him, how can you go out with him?’


  ‘Holy cow, Lauren, you sound like my mother.’


  ‘I do not!’


  ‘Yes, you do.’


  ‘Girls!’ The high-pitched tones of Miss Potter – their English Lit. teacher – interrupted them. ‘Will you be joining us today?’ she continued, sarcastically.

  ‘Or shall we set up a table for you two outside so that you may carry on your conversation uninterrupted?’


  ‘Sorry, Miss Potter,’ they chorused, sounding like a couple of good little students.


  Lauren couldn’t resist one more quick glance over at the new boy. He caught her look and returned it.


  Meg picked up her book, trying to choke down a giggle. ‘I’m so excited!’ she whispered. ‘He’s really gorgeous!’


  ‘You’re crazy,’ Lauren muttered, and for one brief moment wished that she was the crazy one.


  *   *   *


  The chubby little blonde came on to him like gangbusters. He chose her over the dark one because he had a strong suspicion the dark one had nailed every guy in school, and while

  he was interested in getting laid, he was not interested in catching a dose of the clap – or even worse – crabs.


  It was easy. As usual. Had something to do with his green eyes. He could fix them on a girl – just for a moment – and they had this sort of crazy, hypnotic effect.


  Jeez! He was allowed to have something wasn’t he? And God had given him the eyes.


  He caught the girl he’d bumped into yesterday watching him from across the room. She didn’t mean to, but he could see she couldn’t help herself. Maybe after he was finished

  with the blonde he’d go for her, give her a cheap thrill. Maybe . . .


  Bosewell High was going to be easy compared to some of the inner-city dumps he’d been forced to attend. This school was strictly small-town, he could take his pick.


  So far he hadn’t spotted the beefy guy with the crew cut. The schlump was probably in a different grade, and that was good. If he played it smart perhaps he could avoid him altogether.


  Deep down he knew this wasn’t possible. Deep down he knew there was always one dumb asshole who’d go for his throat.


  When school got out for the day he planned to return to the drugstore, find out if Louise had come up with a job for him, and then, if he was lucky, cadge a meal and hang around until it was

  time to meet Blondie.


  The teacher noticed him and made him stand up and introduce himself to the class. Jeez! What a drag! He hated the way they all looked him over. Why didn’t they ask for his rank and

  serial number while they were at it?


  At lunch break he fell in behind the crowd and drifted down to the school cafeteria where he bought a cheese sandwich and a Coke, found a corner table and sat down.


  Before long, Crew Cut made his entrance – trailed by an admiring group busy hanging on to his every word.


  Nick munched his sandwich and surveyed the scene. Blondie waved at him from across the room. She was probably dying to talk to him again, but had decided to play it cool. Ha! He could even

  figure out how they thought.


  And then the girl from the hardware store made her entrance, pausing in the doorway.


  He knew she noticed him and half hoped she’d come over, but she didn’t.


  And what was this? Crew Cut was on his feet, racing across the room, putting his arm around her and leading her over to a table. Shit! She was his girlfriend!


  Immediately Nick wondered if she was gettable.


  Yeah. Why not? He was always up for a challenge.


  *   *   *


  ‘The party’s all set,’ Stock said.


  ‘I know,’ Lauren replied. ‘My mother and your mother are like this.’ She held up two fingers to show exactly what they were like.


  Stock smirked. ‘My mother likes bossing your mother around.’


  Lauren took offence. ‘What do you mean?’


  He shrugged. ‘My mother likes bossing everyone, including me.’


  Just for a second Lauren felt sorry for him. It must be awful having a mother like Daphne: a huge, commanding woman with scarlet lips telling everyone what to do.


  ‘Meg’s got a date tonight,’ she found herself saying, anything to make conversation.


  ‘Really?’ He couldn’t care less.


  ‘With that new guy,’ she added.


  ‘What new guy?’


  ‘You know, the one that started school today.’


  ‘Yeah?’ His lack of interest was quite apparent.


  She gave up, there was only so much she could do.


  Meg arrived at her house an hour before her date, barely able to conceal her excitement. She rushed up to Lauren’s room making a mad dash for the mirror. ‘How do I look?’ she

  demanded, fluffing out her newly washed hair.


  ‘Horrible,’ Lauren teased.


  ‘Whaaat?’


  ‘Only kidding.’


  ‘Don’t do that,’ Meg wailed. ‘This is the first decent date I’ve had in months.’


  Lauren sat cross-legged on her bed. ‘How do you know he’s decent?’


  Meg was exasperated. ‘What’s the matter with you?’


  ‘What’s the matter with me?’ she retorted, sharply. ‘Take another look in the mirror. You’re all excited over a guy you don’t even know. He could be a

  sex maniac, a rapist, anything . . .’


  ‘You’re really weird,’ Meg said, shaking her head. ‘I mean, really.’


  ‘Thanks. All compliments gratefully accepted.’


  ‘Anybody would think you liked him.’


  She flushed, and jumped off the bed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


  ‘Forget it. I saw him first and he’s mine. Anyway, you’re engaged, or had you conveniently forgotten?’


  Lauren pulled a face. ‘Would that I could.’


  ‘Nice talk,’ Meg said, adjusting the waistband of her new black skirt to make it shorter. ‘How do my legs look?’


  ‘Like legs. What’ll I tell your mother if she calls?’


  ‘Tell her I’m in the bathroom. Anyway, she’s not likely to.’


  ‘It could happen.’


  ‘You’re a big help.’


  ‘Call me as soon as you get home. I want a full report.’


  Meg gave a jaunty wink. ‘You bet!’


  *   *   *


  ‘Hi.’ Meg felt suddenly shy as she approached Nick. He was leaning against the wall outside the drugstore, smoking a cigarette.


  When he saw her coming he flicked the butt towards the kerb with an elaborate flourish. ‘Hi,’ he replied, taking her arm as if they’d been dating for months. ‘You look

  nice.’


  ‘Thanks,’ she giggled, nervously.


  ‘I mean it,’ he replied, ‘very nice.’ He’d scored a free hamburger off Louise, and a promise from Dave he could work at his brother’s gas station Saturday

  nights. Things were looking up. Now all he had to do was get laid and perhaps he could get a good night’s sleep, although it wasn’t easy with Harlan and Luke coughing and farting the

  night away.


  ‘Where are we going?’ Meg asked, as he guided her along Main Street.


  ‘Thought we’d catch a movie.’


  She’d already seen The Poseidon Adventure playing at The Bosewell, but so what? ‘Super,’ she said, eager to please.


  Super. Hmm . . . Maybe he should have picked the sure thing with the black hair; this one was a baby.


  When they reached the theatre he steered her away from the box office. ‘Buy your ticket, go inside, an’ then let me in through the fire-escape door. Like I’m busted,

  y’know?’ He gave her arm an encouraging squeeze. ‘Okay?’


  Buy her own ticket? Usually on a date the boy paid. Lauren would love this. Still . . . it made life exciting. ‘Okay,’ she agreed.


  He gave her a little shove. ‘It’s easy, you’ll see.’


  She purchased her ticket and entered the almost empty theatre. Then, when she was sure she wasn’t being observed, she raced down the side aisle to the fire exit, opened the heavy door and

  let Nick in.


  ‘Yeah!’ he said, guiding her to the back row, which was conveniently empty.


  The movie had already started. Putting his arm around her he settled back to watch. After a few minutes he moved closer. ‘I knew you and me would get along soon as I saw you,’ he

  said in a low voice. ‘It was like . . . y’know . . . uh . . . special.’


  ‘I know,’ she whispered back, thrilled they were thinking along the same lines.


  ‘Sometimes these things happen,’ he said, massaging her back through her sweater.


  ‘Right,’ she agreed, beginning to feel rather warm.


  ‘Like it’s meant t’be or somethin’,’ he added, his hand creeping around to the front, dangerously close to her left breast.


  She opened her mouth to agree again and without warning his lips were on her, kissing insistently, his tongue probing.


  She gasped for breath. This was all happening so fast. The last boy she’d dated had waited three whole weeks before trying anything. Now Nick’s hand was definitely on her breast and

  she knew she should push him away, but at least she could enjoy it for a minute, couldn’t she?


  Nick circled her nipple through her sweater, his thumb and forefinger moving in circles.


  She let out an involuntary groan as he slowly began to push her sweater up, fumbling in the dark for her bra clip.


  ‘Don’t,’ she managed, realizing she’d better put a stop to this now.


  He didn’t listen. He was too busy unhooking her bra.


  Cupping her left breast he bent his head, licking her nipple with practised ease.


  She tried to push his head away. ‘No!’ she whispered, urgently.


  ‘Yes!’ he whispered back.


  ‘Someone will see.’


  ‘It’s empty in here.’


  ‘I don’t want you to do this.’


  ‘Yes, you do.’


  And it was true. She did. For a moment she relaxed, giving herself up to this glorious feeling sweeping over her. Was it so bad to feel so good?


  He began to suck her nipple, at the same time reaching for her hand and jamming it on his penis – which somehow or other he’d managed to release.


  Oh God! She’d never touched one before. Oh, dear! There was no way she should be doing this. Nice girls didn’t do this – unless, of course, they wanted to be labelled easy or a

  tramp – like Dawn Kovak.


  With a sudden burst of resolve she attempted to pull her hand away.


  He was having none of it. ‘Hold it,’ he commanded. ‘It ain’t gonna bite!’


  ‘I can’t,’ she said, desperately.


  ‘Yes, you can.’ He groaned, helping her hand move up and down – faster . . . faster . . .


  And then it happened. He spurted all over her. Hot, sticky, wet.


  ‘Jeez!’ he groaned again. ‘Ohhh . . . jeez!’


  ‘My skirt!’ Meg wailed, horrified. ‘You’ve done it all over my new skirt!’


  He leaned his head back, closed his eyes and took a deep, satisfied breath.


  Welcome to Bosewell. It had been one helluva day.






  Chapter Nine


  Nick made the long trudge home thinking about Blondie. Nice tits. Too shy. Not for him. Jerk-off action was for boys Harlan’s age.


  Who was he kidding? Once in a while a jerk-off was better than nothing, and he knew if he’d tried to screw her she’d have bolted. As it was she was hysterical about her stupid skirt.

  What was it with girls and clothes?


  Best not to see that one again, he thought. Better off to invest in a packet of rubbers and give the dark-haired one a chance.


  Girls, they were all the same. Easy. And he never cared if he saw any of them again. Once the sex was over he felt an emptiness, a void.


  When he got back to the trailer the two boys were sitting on their pile of blankets flicking through well-thumbed comic books.


  ‘What’s up?’ he asked cheerfully, taking off his jacket.


  ‘What’s up with you?’ Harlan retorted.


  ‘Nothin’ much.’ He nodded over at Luke. ‘How come he never speaks?’


  ‘He jest don’t,’ Harlan replied, suddenly sullen.


  ‘Somethin’ happen to him?’ Nick asked, stripping off the rest of his clothes.


  ‘Not your business.’


  ‘I’m only askin’ ’cause I thought I might help.’


  ‘Not your business,’ Harlan repeated, fiercely.


  Nick shrugged and settled himself down on his lumpy mattress, trying to find a comfortable spot. ‘No farting tonight,’ he said sternly, staring menacingly at the two boys.


  Harlan stood up, pulled down his shorts, bent his rear end in Nick’s direction and let one rip.


  ‘Aw, goddamnit!’ Nick wrinkled his nose in disgust. ‘If I wasn’t so beat I’d slap your skinny butt halfway across this trailer park.’


  Harlan burped. Luke laughed. At least he could do that.


  Nick closed his eyes, and for some unknown reason began thinking about the other girl, old Crew Cut’s girlfriend. No, he told himself sternly, mustn’t look for trouble. The truth is

  they’re all the same in the dark, and he’d never met a girl who could give him anything more than a hard-on.


  In the morning he followed the two boys into the main trailer hoping to cadge breakfast. Aretha Mae handed out stale slices of bread smeared with congealed bacon fat. He grabbed one.


  Primo snored loudly, sprawled across the rumpled bed.


  Aretha Mae looked tired, her eyes sunken, her mouth pinched into a thin line. She clapped her hands together. ‘Out,’ she told the two younger boys. ‘Get movin’ or you be

  late.’ She turned to Nick. ‘How ’bout I pay y’bus fare the rest a the week. After that you be on your own.’


  ‘Don’t worry, I got a part-time job,’ he said quickly. ‘I’m workin’ down at the gas station Saturday nights.’


  She was impressed that he didn’t take after his idle father. ‘That’s good,’ she said, wiping her hands on an old cloth. ‘That’s real good.’


  He nodded. ‘Yeah.’


  *   *   *


  Meg was late for class. She slipped into her seat and shuffled a few books around, attempting to look industrious.


  ‘You didn’t call,’ Lauren hissed. ‘I don’t appreciate that kind of behaviour when I’m supposed to be your alibi.’


  ‘I had more important things to worry about,’ Meg hissed back.


  ‘Like what?’


  ‘Like a ruined skirt.’


  Mr Lucas coughed meaningfully and glared across the room at them.


  Lauren returned her attention to her books. She’d had a miserable morning listening to her parents carry on about her engagement party. They were turning into a couple of social-climbing

  phonies right before her eyes – discussing what to wear, who would be there, how they should act.


  ‘Today I’m going shopping for a new outfit,’ Jane had declared, enthusiastically. ‘And Lauren, dear – we’ll buy you a pretty new dress too.’


  Lauren hated the word ‘pretty’: it conjured up visions of pale pink ruffles. ‘I don’t need a new dress,’ she’d said.


  ‘What nonsense! We’ll go shopping after school today. Bring Meg.’


  She’d been unable to wriggle out of it. This engagement thing was getting out of hand.


  As soon as Mr Lucas signalled freedom, she grabbed Meg. ‘Well?’ she asked, breathlessly.


  Meg shook her curls. ‘You were right. He’s a sex maniac’


  ‘He is?’


  ‘Oh, yes.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘I’m not lying.’


  ‘What happened?’


  ‘He’s crazy about me.’


  ‘I’m sure. But what did you do?’


  Meg sighed, ready to tell her story. Before she could, Nick put in his first appearance of the day, strolling by on his way to Math. Clinging on to his arm as if she owned him was Dawn

  Kovak.


  He winked at Meg, greeting her with a cavalier, ‘Hey – How’re ya doin’?’


  ‘Fine,’ she managed, her cheeks burning with rage and humiliation.


  *   *   *


  ‘They’re tenting the garden,’ Stock said, flexing his muscles.


  ‘Isn’t it too cold?’ Lauren asked.


  He smirked. ‘They’ve got those heater things.’


  ‘Why are they tenting the garden? Your house is so large, they could have everyone inside.’


  He proceeded to do a series of knee bends. ‘Beats me.’


  ‘Stock . . .’ she began, tentatively.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Maybe we don’t need a big party.’


  He continued doing knee bends. ‘Sure we do. Once we get rid of the old farts it’ll be a blast.’


  ‘But everyone’s making such a fuss. I’m not certain it’s what I want. I—’


  ‘Listen, hon,’ he interrupted, standing up straight. ‘We’re talkin’ a good time here. Relax, you’ll love it.’


  ‘I will?’ she said, unsurely.


  ‘Course you will.’


  ‘Okay,’ she said, still not convinced, watching her mother pull into the driveway in the family station wagon. ‘I have to go. We’re going shopping.’


  ‘Buy something sexy,’ he leered, unexpectedly pinching her on the ass.


  She swatted his hand away. ‘Don’t do that!’


  He chuckled. ‘Why not? We’re engaged. I’ll soon be doin’ a lot more than pinchin’ your butt!’


  Oh, no you won’t , she thought, angrily. I’m putting a stop to this as soon as I summon up the courage to tell my parents.


  ‘Okay, babe, see ya. I got football practice anyway.’ He swiped a kiss on her cheek and loped off.


  ‘Lucky thing!’ sighed Suzi Harden, coming up behind her.


  Lucky thing indeed! Lauren didn’t feel lucky. She felt like a cornered fieldmouse waiting for the trap to snap shut.


  Sex with Stock was unthinkable. His big sweaty hands all over her. Crushed beneath his enormous bulk. No way!


  ‘Where’s Meg?’ Suzi asked. ‘You two are usually always together.’


  ‘She didn’t feel well – went home early.’


  And who could blame her? She was broken up over Nick’s appearance with Dawn Kovak. One moment he was all over her, and the next he was consorting with ‘Anything Goes Kovak’.

  Boys! Who could understand them? Who wanted to?


  Her mother swerved the station wagon over to the kerb and she got in.


  ‘Where is Meg?’ Jane asked, adjusting her rear-view mirror. ‘I thought she was coming with us.’


  Maybe she should have a little card printed:


  Meg is not coming.


  Meg is humiliated and heartbroken.


  All humans of the male species are sex-crazed animals.


  Lauren shrugged. ‘She didn’t feel up to it.’


  Jane looked concerned. ‘Is she sick? I hope not. We don’t want you catching anything.’


  ‘She’s sick of boys.’


  Jane laughed. ‘You girls!’


  Ha Ha! Lauren thought sourly, catching a glimpse of Nick Angelo – she knew his name – sauntering out of school with Dawn Kovak clinging to his arm. Obviously, Dawn was now a

  permanent fixture.


  He was real moody looking, a regular bad boy. She’d warned Meg, told her not to get involved, she should have listened.


  Nick Angelo. Hmm . . . Meg had said he was a great kisser . . .


  So what?


  *   *   *


  One thing he’d learnt in life – if you’re going to dump a girl, do it quickly. No excuses. No hanging around. One sharp cut and it’s over.


  Blondie was a mistake. Dawn was definitely more his speed.


  ‘How come it took you so long to get here?’ she’d asked, approaching him on the way into school.


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ he’d replied, checking her out.


  She’d touched his cheek with a long red fingernail. ‘I’ve been waiting for a guy like you all my life.’


  Soul mates. She was even using his lines!


  ‘So,’ he’d said, ‘here I am.’


  ‘So,’ she’d said, with a provocative wink, ‘I’m ready.’


  Dawn Kovak lived with her alcoholic mother on the wrong side of town. Not quite as bad as the trailer park, but getting there. She didn’t have much going for her except her curvaceous

  figure and sultry looks, so she used them to full advantage. She might be the school screw, but at least her assets made her popular. During the day she filled him in about Bosewell. Small town.

  Small thinkers. No fun. No action. The nearest place where anything happened was fifty miles away – a town called Ripley – where there were bars and places to dance and a cool

  bikers’ hang-out.


  ‘You got a car?’ was one of the first questions she asked.


  ‘I can get hold of one,’ he’d replied, thinking of taking the van one night when Primo was out cold.


  ‘You an’ me – we’ll make our own good times,’ she’d promised, seductively.


  For now, Nick had thought, while it suits me. Don’t get too close, I’m only passing through.






  Chapter Ten


  When the Brownings did something they did it big. The garden was tented. A three-piece group played what was supposed to be dance music. The food was catered. And the tables

  set with fancy pink linen and fine silverware. After all, the Brownings were the richest family in town and once in a while they liked to show it.


  Stock collected Lauren early and drove her straight to his house, proudly showing off the party preparations.


  ‘When the old folks hit the sack we’ve got a disco all set up,’ he boasted. ‘And plenty of beer. I mean we’re talking plenty.’


  He was telling her like she was a big beer drinker or something. ‘Great,’ she managed, tugging at the bodice of the pale yellow dress her mother had talked her into buying. She hated

  the dress: it made her look like a flower girl at somebody’s wedding.


  ‘Right now I have something just for you,’ he said, grabbing her hand and pulling her over to the corner of the garden.


  Oh no! Was this the big moment? Was this the great attack?


  ‘What?’ she mumbled, praying he wasn’t going to jump her – although it was highly unlikely in his parents’ tented garden with sixty guests due any minute.


  ‘This,’ he said, proudly pushing a small leather box into her reluctant hand.


  She held it gingerly.


  ‘Go on, open it,’ he said, encouraging her.


  Easy for him to say. But when she opened it the net would tighten, for any fool knew it was an engagement ring.


  ‘I always dreamt of going to New York,’ she blurted out, postponing the inevitable.


  ‘We will,’ he assured her. ‘On our honeymoon, if you like.’


  When was that going to be? Next week? Things were moving so fast she almost couldn’t breathe.


  ‘I figure we’ll get married after I finish college,’ he said, as if reading her thoughts. 1 know that sounds a long time – but when we’re officially engaged

  it’ll almost be like being married, won’t it?’
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