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See You Later

Christopher Pike






THE LOVE OF HIS LIFE

“Would you like to go out sometime?” I asked.

She stared at me for a moment. “I can’t.”

“All right.”

“I have a boyfriend.”

“OK.”

She smiled. “I’d really like to. You understand.”

Sure, I understood a lot of things. It was amazing how intense my disappointment was. I couldn’t believe it. I hardly knew her, I kept telling myself. I was never going to know her.

“How long have you been going together?” I asked.

“Two years. He’s a great guy. You’d like him.”

“Would he like to go out with me?”

She laughed. “You crack me up.”

“I’m just one big bundle of laughs.”

She quieted. “Thanks for asking. You’re a nice guy, Mark.”

Nice. I hated that word.
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CHAPTER ONE

It began with a smile, or at least that’s what I thought. But then, I didn’t think much when I was eighteen. I just longed for things I didn’t have, and reacted when they came to me and I no longer wanted them. But love… I always wanted to be in love, and to have love, and to pretend they were one and the same thing. I was like everybody else, I suppose, and I thought I was so different. I had to find that one girl who was so different, so perfect—who would accept me just the way I was.

I’m such a liar. I lie to myself constantly. The truth is I didn’t know what I wanted back then. But when I saw her, I began to get an inkling.

She worked in a record store five miles from my house. I had been in the store a few times before but had never seen her. I love music. I had a compact disc player I had to scrape to buy and two hundred CDs that made the plastic on my credit card peel on both sides. But I wasn’t worried. I felt I could work my way out of any debt. In private I had tremendous self-confidence. The problem was outside my bedroom. There I was shy and awkward. When I opened the door to the record store and she spoke to me, I didn’t know what to say.

“Hi,” she said. “How are you?”

“What?” I asked. She was cute. I noticed that right away. But my heart didn’t skip in my chest at the sight of her, even though I had been born with a congenital heart defect that caused my pulse to dance at the slightest provocation. It was not love at first sight. But I like to imagine that something did pass between us in that first moment, that destiny was at work. She continued to smile at me. Her teeth were white and straight, her eyes big and brown.

“I said, ‘How are you?’ ” she repeated.

“I’m fine.” I let the door close at my back, thankful for the air conditioning. Summer in Los Angeles didn’t usually get off to such a fiery start, but that June was an exception. My car was like a furnace. “How are you?” I asked.

“Great,” she said. “Can I help you find anything?”

“I’m just looking.” I took another step inside. She was off to my right, behind a raised checkout counter; nevertheless, she was no taller than I was. I estimated her height at five two, her weight at a hundred even. I often do that—mentally record people’s vital statistics. If a detective ever wanted to quiz me about the people present in any situation, I’d be ready. Her long dark hair possessed a remarkable shine. Her name tag read, “Becky.”

“If you need help, give me a call,” Becky said.

“All right.” I surveyed the store. Except for one middle-aged lady, it was empty, which made sense. It was midday on a Monday, and school wouldn’t let out for another two weeks. I was still officially a senior and waiting to graduate, but I had finished all my classwork by the January semester break. I doubted that I’d go back for the graduation ceremony. There had been only a few people at school I called friends. “Do you have a software department?” I asked.

“Yes.” She pointed. “At the back, near the videos. Are you into computers?”

“I write computer games.”

Her face brightened, and I asked myself if that was what I had been angling for—her approval. Ordinarily I don’t brag to people about the computer games I’ve sold.

“Would we have any of yours?” she asked.

“It’s possible.”

Becky stepped down and out from behind the counter. “Let’s see.”

She led me to the software section. I walked behind her. She wore bright yellow pants and a short-sleeved shirt to match. For a few seconds I imagined what she’d look like in a bikini. She was on the thin side, but had enough curves to conjure up interesting images in my head. Still, she was just a girl. I was just a boy. I wasn’t getting a crush or anything. It must have been the heat.

We stopped before the rows of games. Becky’s store was part of a huge chain. The selection was excellent. I was happy to see they carried one of my games.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

I pointed to the bottom row. “ ‘The Starlight Crystal.’ ”

“Is that German?”

I glanced over. I hadn’t really been listening. She grinned and I felt foolish. “My name’s Mark Forum,” I said. “That one’s mine.”

She picked the box up and studied the cover, which I thought was dreadful: two space-suited jocks beaming each other with phallic-shaped ray guns. No one in the game even wore a space suit.

“You really wrote this program?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I sold one of these yesterday,” she said.

“Good. I can use the royalties.”

“Do you get royalties?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“How much?”

“Ten percent retail.”

She was impressed. “You must be rich.”

I shrugged. “I get by.”

I just got by. By the time I’d received the five thousand dollar advance on my last game—I’d sold three so far—I was down to my last five dollars. I no longer lived at home. I’d decided to leave after my dad hit me over the head with a gallon vodka bottle minutes after he’d drained the contents. Fortunately, when my hair grew back, after the doctors took out the stitches, it covered the scar. The funny thing was, my dad and I got along great when he wasn’t drinking. Three years earlier we’d had a wonderful day together. I used to wonder how my mother put up with him. Then she finally left, the day before my fourteenth birthday, to marry a fire-and-brimstone preacher. On the rare occasions when I saw my stepfather, he talked continually, raving on and on about how only Jesus could save him. And you know, I agreed totally. I accepted the fact that my mother preferred bizarre men. My home life was pretty pathetic.

“Are you still in school?” Becky asked.

“Not really. Are you?”

“I graduated at the semester,” she said.

“So did I.”

She continued to study the game. “Did you really write this?”

“Yeah.”

“But it says a Tom Cleary wrote it.”

“Tom Cleary is a pen name. There’s a Mark Forum who writes computer games.” I shrugged. “I didn’t want to get confused with him.”

“So what you’re telling me is that you can’t prove this is yours?”

“I wouldn’t lie about it,” I said.

“How do I know that? I don’t know anything about you.”

“What do you want? I.D. saying Cleary is the same person as Forum?”

“Yeah.”

I was a bit taken aback. “I don’t care if you believe me or not.”

She laughed. “I was just kidding, Mark.”

Again I felt foolish. “Tom’s my middle name,” I muttered. “My mom used to call me that when I was young.”

“Do you know what my middle name is?”

“Becky,” I said.

She touched her badge, nodding her approval. “How did you know it wasn’t my first name?”

“You wouldn’t have asked me to guess.”

“You’re quick. I always go by Becky.”

“What’s your first name?”

“I’m not going to tell you.” She glanced at the blurb explaining the game on the back of the box. “What’s this about?”

“It’s a quest game. You travel around the galaxy looking for different crystals to make up one huge crystal that has the power to destroy all the evil in the universe. Along the way you get chased by wicked aliens.”

“Is it hard to solve?” Becky asked.

“Not if you know one secret.”

“What?”

“Do you have a computer?” I asked.

“No, but my dad does. What’s the secret?”

“I don’t want to ruin it for you.”

She pouted. “Come on.”

“Tell me your first name first.”

“No,” she said.

“All right, then—no clues.”

She put the game back on the shelf. “If I buy it, will you sign it for me?”

“People sign books. They don’t sign computer software.”

She smiled. “You’re difficult. Did anyone ever tell you that?”

“You’re the first.” I added, “I have extra copies of the game at home. Don’t buy it. I’ll give you one.”

“Thank you, Mark.”

That was the end of our first meeting. A girl came into the store right then and needed Becky’s help finding a record by a group she’d just heard of. They were called the Beatles. The girl was younger than I was and was to be forgiven. I browsed for a few minutes before deciding to hit the road. I waved to Becky as I left. She waved back. Nice girl, I thought. That was all. I didn’t want to marry her or anything.

My life. It had no direction. I wanted to do a million things: be a doctor, an astronaut, a writer. But I couldn’t stand the thought of going to college. I couldn’t forget how it felt to sit in class and stare at the clock and wait for the period to end so that I could go to my next class and do the same thing. I had no illusions about programming computer games for the rest of my life, at least not alone. Hardly a month went by before a new game came out that left the competition far behind, particularly as far as the graphics were concerned. I knew I was lucky to have sold the games I had. I didn’t have the artistic talent to create fantastic scenes. To continue in the field, I’d have to go back to school and study my brains out, or else join up with a whiz partner, who in all likelihood wouldn’t need me. I couldn’t stand the idea of getting an ordinary job bagging groceries or making french fries. I hated to have a boss, to take orders.

Not quite eighteen yet and I was worried about my future.

Worried if I would have a future.

My health stunk. It was my heart. Walking up a flight of stairs made me gasp. Playing basketball or even catch turned me blue. I tried not to think about it, but it was like trying not to think of the fact that I had a body. Since I’d left home, I had only myself to rely on. I had no medical insurance. Naturally, both my parents knew about my problem; my defective aorta valve had been discovered when I was six. But whenever they asked—which was seldom—I told them I was feeling fine. And who knows? Maybe I was fine. I hadn’t been to a doctor since I was sixteen. Maybe I had healed since then, I’d tell myself. What else could I do? The last cardiologist I’d seen tried to talk me into a new type of surgery that worked amazingly well on pigs. Getting sliced open and having someone stick his hands inside my chest didn’t sit well with me, particularly when I saw that the surgeon who popped in after the cardiologist’s explanation had a couple of nasty razor cuts from his morning shave. I told the docs I’d lay off the bacon and got the hell out of their office.

But listening to my heart making funny gurgling sounds as I lay awake late at night, I didn’t know if my decision was right. My physical weakness had plagued me throughout my adolescence. I hadn’t even had an adolescence—not really. The problems at home made it all but impossible for me to bring friends over. My defective valve ruled out sports. I went straight from being a young kid to being an adult. I knew I had a lot to be proud of, but I wasn’t a man—not yet. Fighting to catch my breath in the early-morning hours before dawn, I sometimes cried for my mother.

But the night after I met Becky, I didn’t wake once with chest pain. I dreamed of her. We were in a green place and we were happy. That’s all I remembered. It was enough. The next day I promised myself I’d visit her again at the first opportunity. Unfortunately, I didn’t get back to her record store for a couple of weeks, and she was off that day. The next two times I stopped at the store, she was off, too. A month after the day I had met her, I finally saw her again. By then I was an official high school graduate. I had gone to the ceremony after all, although neither of my parents attended—largely because I hadn’t told them about it. I wasn’t totally neglected, however. After they passed out the diplomas, I got a few hugs, a few kisses—many of the girls were already drunk. No phone numbers, though. I didn’t go to the all-night party. I went home to sleep. I needed my rest.

Becky hadn’t forgotten me. Her eyes widened the moment I came through the door of her store. She quickly came down from behind the cash register. She looked cuter than I remembered, even though I did remember her well. Her eyes in particular impressed me with their warmth.

“Who is Chaneen?” she asked immediately.

“The queen of the universe,” I said. “Who else?”

Becky slapped her leg. “I knew it! Do you know how many hours I’ve wasted on your stupid game since I saw you?”

I was pleased. She had obviously bought “The Starlight Crystal” with her own money.

“None,” I said. “Since playing one of my games is the highest activity a human being can aspire to.”

She smiled. “You talk just like your characters. Is Chaneen’s identity the big secret that you told me about before?”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no? I have to be close to cracking it.”

“You’re not. It’s impossible to make real progress until you know Chaneen’s identity for certain. You still have a long way to go.”

Becky thought I was putting her on. “How big is this game?”

“What’s the last world you visited?”

“Neptune,” she said.

“You’ve hardly warmed up your computer. You’re not even out of the solar system. This game goes to the ends of the known universe.”

She was impressed. “You must be a genius. Where do you get your ideas?”

“There’s a place in Fairfield, Iowa. I send them ten dollars and they send me back three ideas.”

She frowned. “Really?”

“I’ll give you their address. They give out ideas for books and movies, too. For twenty dollars they send you complete outlines. All the big producers in Hollywood use them.”

She laughed. “You’re so full of it, Tom Cleary.”

“Please, call me Mark. Tom Cleary doesn’t exist.”

She turned away, shaking her head. “I can’t believe Chaneen is the big queen. Did you base her on anyone you know?”

“Not many girls I know can stop the sun from rising with a wave of their hand.”

“You just don’t know the right type of girl.”

I thought the comment suggestive, and this time my heart did skip. It was only then that I began to realize I liked her—silly, I know, since I had already made four trips to the store to see her.

“It’s hard to meet them when you work in your room all day,” I said, trying to be suggestive myself.

“Where do you live?” she asked.

“Over the hill.” I added, “By myself.”

“Probably in a huge house, with all those royalties you collect.”

“My apartment’s small. I couldn’t swing a cat in it.”

“Do you have a cat?”

“No.” I tried to think of something funny to say. That’s my downfall when I talk to girls—trying to think. I’m fine as long as I keep my mind a perfect blank. Except that my face has a tendency to go blank along with my mind, and it’s not that expressive to begin with. “I had a dog once.”

“What happened to him?” she asked.

“He killed himself. He ran in front of a car on purpose.”

“Right. Your dog committed suicide.”

“It happens all the time. They just don’t keep statistics on dog suicides.”

“Why would he do it?”

I shrugged. “He couldn’t break my game, either.”

She punched me lightly on the arm. “You nut. Tell me the big secret or I might copy your dog. Then my death would be on your conscience.”

“Tell me your first name first.”

She took a step away. “No.”

I summoned my courage from the depths of my soul. “Have some ice cream with me, then.”

I had caught her by surprise. “When?”

“When you get your break.”

She hesitated, for several seconds actually. The feeling created by our light banter vanished. “I can’t take my break for another couple of hours,” she said.

“It usually takes me that long to pick out a CD.” An awkward moment followed. She didn’t speak, didn’t look at me. I added, “Don’t you like ice cream?”

“Sure.”

“We could go for frozen yogurt instead.”

“I only get a fifteen-minute break.”

I knew she was putting me off, but I persisted anyway. I’m not a pushy guy normally, and I wasn’t that upset, I just figured I might as well give it my best shot. I didn’t want to end up like my dog. He had always been afraid to take a chance with his life, except when it came to crossing streets. The story I told Becky was true, most of it.

“You can have any flavor you want,” I said. “Mint chocolate. Bavarian chocolate. Chewy chocolate.”

“Chocolate gives me pimples,” she said.

“Hell, get vanilla, then. I might even pay for it.” She smiled faintly. “You’re funny.”

“Then it’s a date?”

She nodded slowly. “In two hours. And you’re not going to stay in the store the whole time. I won’t work.”

I agreed to her terms. I walked out of the store feeling like a million dollars, my heart beating a million miles an hour. I didn’t know why. She was obviously a klutz when it came to computer games. We obviously didn’t have anything in common. It was as obvious as her big brown eyes. Boy, I thought, were they sweet. I hoped she didn’t have a boyfriend.

I was back in exactly two hours. I had spent the time making up funny things to say. I actually wrote down several witty remarks on a slip of paper, which I stuffed in my pocket. But Becky was busy with customers when I returned. She kept me waiting another twenty minutes. I spent this time revising my witty remarks before I tore them up and threw them away.

Finally we went around the block for ice cream. Becky ordered one scoop of rocky road, which I tactfully pointed out had a ton of chocolate in it. I can’t remember what flavor I had. It was cold, that’s all I recall. We sat in a booth by the front window. Becky wanted to talk about my computer games. Her easy, flirty manner had returned, but she was evasive when I turned the questions on her. I wanted to find out more about her and began to suspect that she did, in fact, have a boyfriend. I considered asking her point-blank, but by then I’d decided to ask her out. I felt that even if she did have a boyfriend she might agree to go out with me if I didn’t know she had a boyfriend. Not that she seemed like the cheating type, but, hey, she was human.

What was it about her that brought me to the point where I was willing to risk the ultimate humiliation a teenage boy can suffer—that of the big No? I don’t know. She was cute, but so were a lot of girls, and never mind that most of them didn’t go for ice cream with me on a regular basis. It wasn’t her spunk that fascinated me either. Her allure was simpler. It was the way she touched me. Twice while we sat in the booth she reached over and tapped my bare arm. She did it to make a conversational point, but it had a deep effect on me, and once again, I didn’t know why. The nerves in my arm didn’t send a rush of pleasure exploding into my brain or anything silly like that. But the touch of her skin on mine felt good. It felt right. If I’d been bolder, I’d have reached over and touched her hand. But I didn’t, and soon it was time for her to return to work. We climbed in my car and drove back to the record store. As she climbed out, she thanked me for the ice cream.

“I wasn’t sure you were going to pay,” she said with a smile.

“If you had ordered two scoops, it would have been a different story,” I said. She stood holding the passenger door halfway open, ready to close it. A part of me kept saying to wait till the next time to pop the big question, while another part argued that I might not have the same opportunity. The last voice was the more persuasive. I didn’t want to go home and spend the next two weeks kicking myself for not just asking her and getting it over with. “What time do you get off work?” I asked finally.

She hesitated. “Six o’clock. I have to take my mother shopping.”

She might have been trying to head off my question, I realized. She was perceptive. Fortunately, I had no such problem. I sucked in a deep breath, let my heart pound a few times, and blurted out the question.

“Would you like to go out sometime?” I asked. She stared at me for a moment. “I can’t.”

“All right.”

“I have a boyfriend.”

“OK.”

She smiled. “I’d really like to. You understand.”

Sure, I understood a lot of things. Life was a bitch. Life sucked. My insight into all matters of personal relationships was vast and unerring. I was a goddamn philosophical genius. It was amazing how intense my disappointment was. I couldn’t believe it. I hardly knew her, I kept telling myself. I was never going to know her.

“How long you been going together?” I asked.

“Two years. He’s a great guy. You’d like him.”

“Would he like to go out with me?”

She laughed. “You crack me up.”

“I’m just one big bundle of laughs.”

She quieted. “Thanks for asking. You’re a nice guy, Mark.”

Nice. I hated that word. None of the football jocks in school had been nice. But they’d gotten the girls, oh, yes. I put the word nice right up there with “I like you as a friend” and “You have a great personality.” I don’t know, I wasn’t bad looking. Looking in the mirror in the morning wasn’t a painful experience. I had a nice friendly face, a lot of personality. Christ. Perhaps that was the problem, I thought. So many girls seemed to want guys who were going to be a problem. Sex and danger—they went together like peace of mind and insurance premiums. My hair was dark and curly, my eyes deep and intelligent. So I didn’t have muscles? So I was underweight? So my heart always felt as if there was a weight on it? It was there inside my chest and beating. I felt things. I thought I felt a lot of things most guys never did.

“Well,” I said finally. "It was fun while it lasted.”

“You’re still going to be coming in the store, aren’t you?”

“Sure. It’s a great store. I might try to get a job there.”

“Not you. You’re too good for that.”

That was another thing about Becky that I had noticed from the start, something that had in fact given me the confidence to ask her out. She poked fun at me occasionally, but she had a curious respect for me, out of all proportion to my skill at constructing computer games. Not that it mattered now. I started my car.

“I’ll see you around,” I said. “Take care of yourself. When you’re playing my game, you can get ahead best by looking behind.”

“Is that the big secret?” she asked.

“No. It’s Tom Cleary’s.”






CHAPTER TWO

My disappointment and embarrassment stung for a week. Then they began to fade, and when they were all but gone, I did the worst possible and most human thing. I drove back over the hill to visit Becky again. She looked great. She was happy to see me. We went for ice cream again. This time she didn’t keep me waiting, and her answers were no longer evasive. She spoke openly of her boyfriend, when I asked. His name was Ray. He worked in a bookstore in a mall that was near her record store. He was a great guy. Yeah, yeah, I know, I thought. But I didn’t know why I had asked. Curiosity, I guess. I wasn’t thinking of killing poor Ray or anything.

I began to visit Becky regularly, twice a week, sometimes more. I bought more CDs than I could afford. I felt I needed an excuse to go into the store. Becky always gave me her employee discount—fifteen percent, which was pretty good if it was a CD I really wanted. I mean, she thought I had all these giant royalty checks coming in and that it was her job to recommend every blessed artist I might enjoy and that I would naturally want to take home. But I must admit she did have excellent taste. She turned me on to all kinds of new music. She was a musician herself, I eventually learned. She sang. But not professionally, only in the shower. I got a punch for asking when I could see her perform.

As time passed, I grew bolder with her. Occasionally I’d ask her out, sort of as a joke, sort of to stick the knife in a little deeper to see when my blood would start to bubble out. She would always laugh and change the subject. I loved the way she laughed, except when what I wanted more than anything else was a yes. Yes, Mark, you may not have the greatest body in the world, but you turn me on and I want to kiss you. Every now and then I would say mean things to her, hoping that they would make me appear sexier. But they were never that mean, and she never listened to them, anyway, and I’d be left feeling about as sexy as the cover of one of my computer games.

I can’t say she lowered my self-esteem so much as she knocked it off its feet. Each time I saw her, I soared inside, but never too far off the ground, because I remembered I had crashed at takeoff. The relationship was cursed from the beginning. She had a boyfriend. Why was I chasing a girl with a boyfriend? I asked myself that frequently. You see, I had no illusions that I was not chasing her. I was still hoping that her boyfriend would suddenly disappear.

It was toward the end of summer, when I had known Becky about three months, that I met Vincent. We bumped into each other in Becky’s store. It was a typical visit for me. I asked her out and she responded by inquiring how my latest game was progressing. Becky was very concerned that I was working hard and getting ahead. She took special pride in the fact that I could do something few people my age could do, and that she knew me. Unfortunately, at that time, the megabytes in my computer had swallowed my creativity whole. I would turn on my computer each morning and stare at the blank screen and pray for the invention of intelligent machines. I was stuck. I didn’t know if my space heroes should go through a time warp or change clothes and try to defeat the local kung fu champ.

I happened to notice Vincent as I was leaving the store, just after I had said goodbye to Becky. He was standing in the software section. He had one of my games in his hand. I paused to see if he was going to buy it, and when he persisted in reading the back—apparently without coming to a decision—I decided to saunter over and say, “Hi! I wrote that game. Ain’t I smart?” Actually, it wasn’t ego alone that drove me. I often talked to people who browsed the software selections, to learn what they enjoyed. Market research, it’s called. And if I did most of my research on pretty girls, that was Becky’s fault.

There was something about Vincent that drew me to him besides “The Starlight Crystal” in his hand. He looked familiar. He was one of those people I felt sure I’d seen before, but it bugged the hell out of me because I couldn’t remember where. His hair was longish and pale blond, and he had a few more muscles than I did, although we were about the same height. He looked up as I approached. His eyes were a piercing blue.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hello,” he replied. His voice was soft, his age a puzzle. He looked about my age, but the ease of his manner and his obvious self-assurance made him seem older. He nodded to the game in his hand. “You wrote this.”

“How did you know?” I gestured to Becky. “Did she tell you?”

“Yes.”

“When?” I had been talking to Becky for the last hour.

“An hour ago.”

“You’ve been here all this time?”

“I wanted to talk to you,” he said.

“About the game? Have you played it?”

“Yes. It’s one of my favorites. You’re very good.”

I took pleasure in the compliment. “Thanks.”

“I write computer games, too,” he said.

“Really?” I was smart enough not to ask if he had sold any. If he had, he would tell me.

“Becky told me you think your graphics are weak,” he said.

“It’s true. They’re very ordinary. You must have noticed.”

“Yes.”

I hadn’t exactly wanted him to agree with me. “What’s your name?”

“Vincent.” He offered his hand. “You’re Mark.”

I assumed Becky had told him all about me. “Pleased to meet you, Vincent,” I said, shaking his hand. “What kind of stuff do you like to do?”

“Science fiction. Fantasy.”

“You’re like me. You live around here?”

“Yes. Not far. I’d like to show you a game I’m working on.” He hesitated. “Becky said you wouldn’t mind.”

I was surprised Becky hadn’t mentioned Vincent to me when we’d talked. I didn’t get a chance to ask her about it because at that moment she went into the back. I knew she had a ton of recently delivered tapes and videos to sort.

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll have a look at it. How far along are you?”

“I’m almost done. The major graphics are complete. I just have to decide what the major conflict is going to be.”

“What?” I asked, amazed, thinking Vincent must be in more trouble than he realized. The plot of a game had to be thoroughly developed and charted before the first lines of code could be written. Otherwise, the amount of time wasted on a wrong turn could be staggering.

“I’d appreciate your input,” he said calmly.

“No problem.” He struck me as safe enough. “I’m free right now. Do you want me to follow you to your place in my car?”

“If you would.” He put the game back on the shelf. “I already have a copy of this at home.”

“Vincent? Have we met before? You look awfully familiar.”

He hesitated. “I come into this store a lot.”

I chuckled. “To see Becky? I do. She’s a great girl.”

He smiled, a smile as soft as his voice. “I have a girlfriend.”

Outside in the cool night air, I stopped worrying about whether or not Vincent was in trouble with his game. He drove a black Testarossa Ferrari, one of the fastest cars on the road. Following him in my twice-rebuilt Toyota, I figured that if I had a car like his, I could sell it and live comfortably for the next ten years. Or afford heart surgery and maybe be dead in ten days.

Vincent had his own place. I was impressed. We parked in a circular driveway and walked to the front door. The house itself wasn’t spectacularly huge, but it was perched on top of the hill I crossed whenever I went to Becky’s store. It had a wonderful view of the city lights far off. Also, the landscaping was exquisite; even in the shadows of night, I could see that the bushes and trees were well groomed. The fragrance of blooming roses filled the air. I envied him his side yard. One could take it straight into the hills and disappear. Despite my heart, I still enjoyed a good walk. A good slow walk.

“You really live here alone?” I asked after he told me the house was his.

“My girlfriend stays with me,” he said, opening the front door without a key.

“Is she here now?”

“She’ll be along later. If you stay, you’ll meet her.”

We stepped inside. I was surprised to see that the house had very little furniture. A couch, a bar, a chair, but no TV or dining room table. Aside from the lack of furnishings, the house felt distinctly unoccupied. Vincent must have sensed my thoughts.

“I haven’t been here long,” he said.

But he had been visiting Becky’s store for a while, I thought to myself.

“Did you grow up in Los Angeles?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Your family must have money.”

“Yes.” He gestured toward the kitchen. “Let me get you something to drink. What would you like?”

I shrugged. “A Coke, if you have it.”

“I do.”

We sat at the bar and drank Cokes together, enjoying the view of the city lights. I quickly discovered that unless I spoke, Vincent would lapse into silence. Briefly I wondered if he did drugs, but he betrayed no hint of dullness. His blue eyes were remarkably shiny. I didn’t feel in the least uncomfortable around him even when he was silent. He was one of those rare people who was in absolutely no hurry to have anything happen. I had to bring up the matter of his game. Nodding and carrying his drink with him, he led me to his bedroom. Here again the furniture was sparse. A mat on the floor took the place of a bed. He had no chest of drawers, and a glance into his open closet told me he didn’t own many clothes. But his computer was excellent, top-of-the-line. Although I made my livelihood on a computer, all I had was a clone of his. I had picked it up at a swap meet. He gestured for me to have a seat in front of the screen and flipped on the machine.

“Is this your first crack at programming a game?” I asked as the computer did a RAM test.

“No. I’ve done several games.”

“Do you have any here?”

“No,” he said.

“Why do you want to program games? You obviously don’t need the money.” I didn’t imagine for a moment that he had paid for his Ferrari with software royalties. If he had, I would have heard of him. Then again, he hadn’t told me his last name.
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