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			FLAME TREE PRESS

			London & New York

			For all the Lost Boys out there.

			Thou shalt not fall.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I didn’t know what her arrival meant, not really, not then. I was just a lovestruck kid who became a shaky bundle of nerves when November Riley came to Old Orchard Beach. How was I to know she was a monster?

			It started the summer of 1986. I was fifteen. Unlike the vast majority of people in our small beach town, we, me and about six thousand other people, were year-round residents. That number easily doubled in the summer. We weren’t too far from Portland. In fact, the Amtrak Downeaster ran constantly to and from both Portland and Boston, delivering all sorts of summer people.

			We had plenty of things that drew the tourists to us like flies to shit. For the kids, there was Palace Playland, an old-school seaside amusement park, complete with roller coaster and Ferris wheel that stood seventy feet tall. Or they could travel fifteen minutes over to Saco to Funtown, the bigger, newer (if 1960 qualified as new) amusement park on Route 1. Funtown, however, lacked the carnival-like charm of our place. Plus, our dual arcades beat their one lame one every day of the week.

			If rides and games weren’t your speed, Old Orchard Beach was also home to the Cleveland Indians Triple-A team, the Maine Guides. The Ball Park, yes, that was and still is the actual name of the field, also opened up for rock concerts on the nights between games. My older sister, Julie, brought me to see Foreigner there at the end of summer in ’85. That first concert experience also supplied me with my first contact buzz from what Julie called Mary Jane. I had a smile for miles and wound up kissing a tall brown-haired girl up from Virginia. I can’t remember if I ever got her name, but I’ll never forget her kiss.

			For the grownups not wishing to headbang, go on thrill rides, or watch a ballgame, the pier offered a plethora of bars. Places like Duke’s, The Gin Rail, and Barbara Ann’s were packed full of rowdy drinkers from afternoon through well after midnight. I can’t count the number of times I was woken up by motorcycles and trucks cruising by my bedroom window out on East Grand Avenue. The loud blats of Harleys and big-wheeled Chevys stole me from dreams of flying, chasing ghosts, and kissing Heather Thomas or Madonna one too many times. I always envied Julie for choosing the room on the other side of the hall. She was up and ready for the day, while I met my cereal and cartoons bleary-eyed, and in a daze, as if I’d been the one partying on the pier all night.

			It was a morning after one of these long nights of listening to my Walkman in my room that I met the girl who would change my little seaside world. That’s the day I first ran into the girl of my dreams…or at least my girl of that summer.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Screams, cheers, and laughter rang out before eventually fading as the hours barreled toward midnight. By one in the morning, the bars near and around the square were the only sound. Rock music, motorcycles, and jeeps revving. Mustangs growling and bellowing through the beachside community as tyres squealed on the still-hot blacktop.

			The roller coaster and Ferris wheel of the amusement park had both gone dark for the night as their shadowy silhouettes loomed over the beach and pier like sleeping giants. The smells of fried dough, burgers, and fries lingered in the air, scents that he knew had a way of sticking around until after all the tourists and kiddies packed up for the season and went back to their normal lives.

			Craig Sheehan had been drinking since work let out at the shipyard. He couldn’t believe Darlene had dumped him. Darlene, his fiancée of the last two years, told him last night that she was done. They were finished. After five damn years of devotion, she’d had enough waiting around.

			Drown your sorrows. That’s what Craig’s old man had always said. And hell, the man practiced what he preached. Drank himself into the grave, gone three years now.

			“Like father, like son,” Craig said aloud.

			“What’s that?” Duke asked.

			Duke was a good guy. He was the reason Craig drove down here rather than going to one of the old haunts up in Bath. Duke was a stocky, tan, barrel of a man with a long black ponytail and a huge smile. The guy was straight out of Hawaii and drinking at his new place here in Old Orchard, surrounded by the tiki torches, the tables skirted in straw, the ukulele music; it made Craig feel like he was in an episode of Magnum P.I. Plus, Duke really was a great dude.

			“Nothin’, Duke,” Craig slurred. “Just nothin’.”

			Duke walked over, wiping down the bar as he did.

			“Let me call you a cab, huh, Craig?” he said.

			“I ain’t got enough money for a cab back to my house.”

			He didn’t want to go back home. There was too much of her there. Everywhere. Her Snoopy coffee mug, her uncomfortable wicker sofa, her flannel sheets.

			He was crying before he knew it.

			“Shit, Craig,” Duke said. “I’ll take care of the fare.”

			Craig shook his head and then downed the rest of his beer. “I don’t…I don’t want to go home tonight.”

			“Why, bud? What happened?” Duke asked.

			“Dar…Darlene….” He sobbed like a child. “She left me, Duke.”

			Duke leaned down and gave Craig’s forearm a pat. “Hey,” he said. “Let me finish closing up, huh? I’ll put you up at my place for tonight. Sound good?”

			Craig clamped his lips tightly to keep himself from bawling and nodded.

			After a few minutes watching as Duke put the chairs and stools up for the night, he felt tired. So damn tired. He just needed to put his head down for a minute.

			“Okay, bud,” Duke said, startling him awake as he patted him on the back. “Let me go take a leak and then we’ll head out, okay?”

			Craig nodded.

			As soon as Duke disappeared into the bathroom, Craig climbed off his stool and stumbled for the door. It wasn’t Duke’s job to take care of him.

			No, it’s – it was – Darlene’s.

			Craig hurried down the pier, passing a few drunk couples necking. He managed to make it to the ramp before his stomach rejected the last three beers. He heaved over the railing. Knowing Duke would be looking for him, he forced himself onward. He shuffled down to the beach and found a cool place in the dark beneath the pier. Duke might come looking for him, but he didn’t think the guy would come all the way down here. Nice guy or not, he’d probably figure Craig had drifted off in the dispersing crowd and stumbled down the road.

			As if on cue, he heard Duke calling his name. The voice never came close and only faded, until he stopped calling completely.

			Craig dropped down onto the cold sand, briefly wondering if the tide came in this far. He couldn’t recall. He doubted it but wouldn’t that be something, to pass out now and wake up dead in the sea?

			* * *

			His eyes shot open. The water hadn’t come for him yet. He listened as the waves lapped the shore. He must have passed out. Luckily, his stomach hadn’t revolted again. He climbed to his feet and realised he was still hammered drunk. He braced himself with one of the pier posts and rested his forehead against the back of his hand.

			Outside of the waves, there was nothing but silence. The pier, the beach, the whole damn town had retired for the night. For all he knew it could be nearing morning. Wondering what the hell he was going to do now, he regretted not taking Duke up on his offer.

			When he lifted his head and turned around, he nearly screamed.

			A tall man with long black hair stood there, gazing at him behind dark eyes.

			“Hi,” Craig managed. He couldn’t think of anything else to say. A chill raged down his spine. He felt his skin break out in goose flesh. There was so much about this person standing here that wasn’t right. Where the hell had he come from? Had he been there the whole time? Had he been watching him? Was he homeless? A beach bum? No. The fancy long coat and boots said he was probably well off.

			“If this is your spot, I’m sorry. I’ll juss be on my w—” Craig started.

			The man came at him fast. So quick that Craig hadn’t even seen him move his legs. As if he had glided like an evil Peter Pan across the sand.

			Evil?

			The man’s hand was on his throat. Craig tried to fend him off, batting at his arm. It was as useful as a toddler trying to break free from a parent. The man had yet to make a sound. Not a breath, not a sigh. Even now, lifting Craig from the ground with one hand, he did so in silence.

			“Puh-puh, pleeease,” Craig managed.

			“Yes,” the man said, his voice smooth as silk. “Beg.”

			And with that, Craig was pulled to the man. Pain exploded in his neck as the man bit into his throat. He felt the guy sucking on him. Drawing from him. Craig’s limbs grew weak, his breathing slowed. A strange sense of peace washed over him. His heart seemed to fall in line, beating with each pull from this man’s mouth, and swooshing with the waves.

			Craig had just enough time to think of Darlene when she’d still loved him. And then, he would have laughed if he’d had the time or ability as the word vampire crossed his dying mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Rocky wiped the drool from his cheek and covered his head with his pillow. Those friggin’ bikers, man, when the hell did they sleep? Try as he might to fall back into the dream of the random blonde taking him someplace only she knew about, it wasn’t happening. He lifted the corner of the pillow and reached for his watch on the nightstand.

			“Argh,” he growled. Eight in the morning. And on the second week of summer vacation, that was just wrong in so many ways. He put the watch back on top of his new Superman comic and slipped his feet out from under the covers.

			His back brace stared at him from in front of his bureau across the room and he glared back. He should put it on, but he didn’t want to. Not yet.

			It can wait until after breakfast.

			He’d been diagnosed with severe scoliosis in fifth grade and that uncomfortable, hard plastic torture device was his grand prize. His mother and father liked to remind him of the alternative – surgery. Two steel rods fused to his spine.

			On second thought.

			He picked the lightweight brace up and squeezed it around his ribs and hips. The pinched nerve in his hip that never seemed to go away made him wince and curse as he reached back, pulled the straps tight and Velcroed them in place.

			Breathing a sigh that was equal parts depression and submission, he pulled on a Journey Raised on Radio t-shirt and crossed the hall.

			Julie was singing some lame Madonna song. Madonna was hot, but her music sucked. He pushed his sister’s door open.

			She spun around, placing her arms over her chest.

			“Jesus, Rocky,” she said. “Don’t you know how to knock?”

			Julie turned her back to him, snagged a t-shirt from the top of her bureau and pulled it on.

			“Sure, but I figured you must have your headphones on. You sound like a dying cat.”

			“Screw you,” she said.

			Julie actually had a good singing voice, but he loved messing with her.

			“Are you working today?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I’m leaving in, like, half an hour. Why?”

			“Can you bring me with you?”

			She had a job at the Maine Mall. He normally only went to Portland once a month. He preferred the square, but he’d been out there every day since vacation started.

			“I can’t. For one, Mom and Dad would kill me for leaving you on your own all day, and besides, I have a date right after work, so you’d need to find a way home.”

			“What? You mean you’re seeing Brick again?”

			She reached for a bunch of jelly bracelets and chucked them at him.

			He dodged them and they landed in the hallway.

			“You know I’m just kidding. I don’t care if you guys are trying to be the real-life Nick and Mallory.”

			She reached for her canister of Aqua Net and held it back over her shoulder like she was going to chuck it.

			“Kidding,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender. “Honestly, I just need to get out of here.”

			“It’s not happening,” she said. She lowered the Aqua Net and looked at him with sympathy. “Maybe I’ll bring you in tomorrow. I have the day off and need to do some shopping anyway.”

			He smiled.

			“Now get out of here,” she said. “Let me finish getting ready.”

			“All right, all right, don’t have a conniption fit,” he said. Rocky smiled as he made his way down the hall.

			After relieving himself, Rocky checked his face in the mirror. His nose was a little on the big size and had a slight bump on the right from when his sister broke it by slamming the front door in his face two summers back. His teeth were crooked, especially the bottom ones. Paul Bilodeau once called them Freddy Krueger teeth. His earlobes were long, not circus-freak long, but he could tuck them in his ear if he tried. Axel thought it was a neat trick, but it wasn’t the sort of thing to impress a girl. He wet his face with a handful of cold water from the sink and slicked his floppy hair back from his forehead. He wasn’t a total monster or anything, but he certainly didn’t have the charisma it took to get a girlfriend. His back brace only added to his ever-growing list of anxieties.

			He sighed and headed to the kitchen.

			He grabbed a bowl of Cocoa Pebbles and a Pepsi from the fridge and plopped down in front of MTV to wait for a Twisted Sister or Ratt video. He’d just have to suffer through Wham! and Duran Duran first.

			Julie came out singing along with Cyndi Lauper’s ‘Time After Time’. She was messing with her hair, trying to make it taller – her bangs were at least half a foot high – as she stepped next to the couch.

			“Have you talked to Mom about setting up your driver’s test yet?” she asked.

			He swallowed and said, “Yeah, she’s still worried that I’m too young, but she said if I do good when we go on the highway this weekend, she’d consider it.”

			“Well, that’s cool. You’re gonna do fine,” she said. “You do have the best teacher.”

			“Thanks, sis.”

			“No problem. I’ll see ya.”

			He couldn’t complain about his sister. She’d been taking him out driving behind their parents’ backs since he got his permit. She’d always been super cool to him, minus the slamming door incident, but she’d become even nicer when they’d found out his scoliosis was bad enough to warrant the back brace.

			Rocky decided that if he was going to be up this early, so was Axel. He took his bowl and empty bottle of soda to the kitchen and called his cousin.

			His aunt answered, said Axel was still asleep, but that she’d wake him. His cousin’s groggy voice came on the line. “Hello.”

			“Hey, cuz,” Rocky said. “Meet me out front in, like, fifteen minutes.”

			They lived three roads apart.

			“Why? Why are you up already?” Axel asked.

			“This damn street, man. I can never sleep in except on Sundays. All the bikers must go to church. You gonna be ready?”

			“Yeah, sure,” he said. “Want me to grab some quarters?”

			They would need to start the morning off at the arcade.

			“Yeah,” Rocky said. “I’ll see if I can scrounge some cash for snacks.”

			* * *

			Axel came down the street in his neon green shorts and Motley Crue t-shirt. His long dirty-blond hair was mussed like he’d just gotten out of bed and didn’t know what the hell a brush was or how to use one.

			“Got the quarters?” Rocky asked.

			Axel raised the near-full mason jar and shook it, wiggling his eyebrows.

			“Whoa, that’s awesome,” Rocky said. “Where the hell’d you find all that?”

			“It’s supposed to be my money for England,” he said.

			“Man, summer is gonna suck without you here,” Rocky said.

			“I told my mom I didn’t want to go,” Axel said. “Told her that I could stay with you guys, but she said no. We’re going as a family. My dad’s parents and family are all there and they can’t wait to see us.”

			Knowing his cousin would be gone most of the summer also made the need for Rocky to get his driver’s licence a matter of life and death. At least then he could cruise to the mall or shop the record stores in the Old Port.

			“Well, let’s get to it, man,” Rocky said.

			* * *

			Rocky used the ten dollars he’d made helping his Uncle Arthur rip down an old porch last week on Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, M&Ms, Andy’s Hot Fries, and a six-pack of Orange Crush.

			They picked the arcade closest to the beach to start. This one had Ms. Pacman and the brand-new racing game, Out Run. An hour later, they were forced to take a break from Out Run after two Frenchies the size of Andre the Giant and Big John Stud, and greasy as the oil bins at Lisa’s Pier Fries, hovered over them, muttering a bunch of foreign threats.

			* * *

			“Well, shit,” Axel said. “Should we head to the beach and watch for babes?”

			“You read my mind, cuz.”

			They found a spot near the crabgrass, sat down and popped open a couple of their orange sodas. This spot gave them full view of the beach and any bouncing beauties that might be strolling around and showing off their assets.

			“I’m gonna miss this,” Axel said.

			“Yeah, do they even have beaches in England?”

			Axel sipped his soda, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and said, “Dude, it’s gonna blow. They don’t have girls like we do. They watch Benny Hill and Doctor Who. I won’t have anything to talk about even if I can find a babe to talk to.”

			“You can talk to them about Iron Maiden and Led Zeppelin,” Rocky said.

			“Won’t be the same, man. It won’t be the same.”

			They watched the beach fill in. By the time the sun was directly overhead, the place was jam-packed with bodies of all shapes and sizes. Young and old, big and bold. Slick and ready to make two perverts such as them drool to dehydration.

			“Dude,” Axel said. “Why do the old Canadian men think that it’s cool to wear Speedos?”

			“Who cares? Their ladies are just as shameless. I’ll take that trade.”

			“Not me, man. It’s gross.” Axel stood. “I’m hungry, dude.”

			“I have another packet of M&Ms.”

			“No way,” Axel said. “Those are definitely melted.”

			Rocky picked them up and could feel that they were indeed ruined.

			“You’ve got to at least be thirsty,” Axel said. “We finished the last soda, like, an hour ago.”

			Rocky’s mouth felt like it was coated with flour. It’d been a while since they got forced from the arcade’s canvas cover. Now the white-hot sand was cooking them like two eggs. He thought of the anti-dope commercial, ‘This is your brain on drugs,’ and laughed.

			“What’s so funny?” Axle asked.

			“Nothing, man. Let’s go.”

			* * *

			Crossing from the beach to the square, Rocky nearly tripped, and that’s when she came into view.

			“Oh my god,” he said.

			“What?”

			Rocky’s mind went blank. All his summer plans, his cousin leaving for England, his driver’s test, his back brace, all of it, gone. She had ice cream smeared across her upper lip and wiped it away with the back of her right hand. She was wearing one green high-top Chuck Taylor and one yellow. The guy working the Dairy Queen window was staring at her with his mouth open like a dumb kid trying to catch snowflakes from a winter sky. Two older men, older than his dad, were checking her out from the metal fence that separated the DQ from the train tracks. Rocky’s gaze moved from the multicoloured shoes to the ripped blue jeans, paused at the Twisted Sister logo and the two mounds beneath it, and then froze on her face. She was absolutely gorgeous. Not a crooked angle to be found and eyes that, god knows why, found his. Her lips spread in a smile as she slid the sunglasses from the top of her head down into place. And then she turned and walked away.

			Rocky had never wanted to risk it all before, but at that moment he threw caution, good sense, and reality to the wind and ran after her.

			“Rocky, man, what the hell?”

			Axel’s voice slid away in the background, somewhere from a galaxy far, far away.

			Keeping his eyes on her long, shiny black hair, he shouldered his way through the crowd crisscrossing the busy street. Part of him wanted her to look back, to see him again, to stop and wait; the other part thought she’d see his determination as insanity and run.

			Axel was still calling out from Tatooine, but Rocky kept going, closing in. Ten feet from her, his heart started pounding through his chest, going so berserk he felt it throbbing in his neck. The world beneath his feet swayed as he stumbled. His stomach flipped. And then, he fell.

			She turned around as he hit the ground.

			Everything went black behind a series of light spots tap-dancing in his vision.

			“Are you okay?” she said.

			Her face appeared. He took in her brown eyes, thick, dark eyebrows scrunched in concern, and full red lips parting to speak to him.

			“Hey,” she said.

			“Ah….”

			He was on his back. The clear blue sky above suddenly filled with a variety of sunburned faces that were just out of focus in her presence.

			“I…I think so,” Rocky said.

			He tried to get up. Her hand pressed against his chest.

			“No. Don’t get up yet,” she said as she raised her chin. “Anyone got some water? I think maybe he’s got heatstroke.”

			She accepted a water bottle from someone, thanked them, and then lowered it to his lips. Under her spell, he opened up his mouth and accepted the cold wet drink. The bottle could have been filled with battery acid or Pepto Bismol; he would have taken any remedy she had to offer.

			“There,” she said. “Give me your hand.”

			She stood and pulled him to a sitting position. He still felt a little fuzzy, but better than before.

			“How do you feel?” she said.

			Her face reminded him of someone.

			“What’s your name?” she said.

			Someone on TV.

			“Hey, you got a name?”

			“His name is Rocky,” Axel said, as he waded past the old woman behind this dark-haired angel and knelt next to him. “You okay, man?” he asked.

			“Rocky?” she said. “Like in the movies?”

			“Yeah,” Rocky said.

			“And who are you? Apollo?”

			“Ha! That’s a good one,” Axel said. “Nah, I’m Axel. I’m his cousin.”

			Rocky never wanted Axel to disappear from this planet more than he did at that very moment.

			Go to England already!

			“Well,” she said, sliding her shades down over those deep brown eyes, putting her hands in her back pockets, and shrugging her shoulders. “Glad to see you’re okay, Rocky. You better keep that water. And maybe you should go back inside the arcade. Stay out of the sun for a bit.”

			With that, she turned and vanished into the dispersing crowd.

			“Hey, hey!” Rocky shouted. He tried to get up, but moved too fast, and dropped back down on his ass. “What’s your name?”

			He couldn’t see her, but out of the static of voices he heard it loud and clear.

			“November.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			He wanted to spend the night at Axel’s. With his cousin leaving for most of the summer, it was their last chance to hang out, but Axel’s dad had said no. He said they were leaving too early in the morning; they had a six a.m. flight. They let him stay over until almost six and then sent him home. He said goodbye to his cousin and aunt and uncle and made the short walk back to his house.

			His mother was making dinner. With Dad coming home late during the week, they tended to eat dinner at six thirty most nights. Sometimes, they didn’t have supper until nearly eight. Rocky waltzed through the living room without mentioning his episode of heatstroke that afternoon or the gorgeous girl who had saved him. Instead, he told his mom to call to him when the food was ready and slunk into his room. He tried to play Atari to keep his mind off everything. Unfortunately, Pacman and Galaga were more exciting at the arcade and try as he might, he just couldn’t concentrate.

			His gaze drifted to the second controller. The thought of Axel not being here all summer seemed like a strange dream. The impending loneliness crept its way into his head, crawling down into his guts just as his stomach rumbled. Who was he supposed to play games with? Who would stay up and watch Dee Snider’s Heavy Metal Mania with him?

			There was November, but he didn’t really know if he’d see her again. And what if she spaced out and avoided him, or worse, what if she had just been messing with him?

			He hung his head as Blinky caught up with him, taking his last life.

			He dropped the controller to the floor.

			“Dinner’s ready,” his mom yelled.

			As he shut off the machine, his guts rumbled like an oncoming thunderstorm. He wasn’t just hungry, he was starved. He hurried down the hallway to the kitchen and took his place at the table. His mother had made hamburgers, scalloped potatoes, and green beans – a Clarise Zukas Specialty, if a meal that made its appearance every Monday night could be considered special. Her food was always good, and even with a stomach floundering full of spiders, his mouth watered at the sight of those scalloped potatoes.

			“You look worn out,” she said as he pulled out a chair and dove into the meal.

			“Where’s Dad? Where’s Julie?” he mumbled through the first mouthful of potatoes.

			“Oh, your father made a pit stop over at your Uncle Arthur’s, helping with some project or another. My brother can always find an excuse to get your father over for a drink.”

			Uncle Arthur was a beer man. He’d worked for a company in Portland for years until he got hurt on the job. He won some lawsuit and now got to sit at home tinkering on things or tearing them apart so he could put them back together. His uncle was a peculiar guy, for sure, but he told great stories and had a smile that made you feel good to be somewhere with someone real.

			“Your sister is out with her boyfriend.”

			“Brick?”

			“Rocky,” his mother said, cocking her head and giving him her be nice face. “You know his name. And besides, I think he might be a good guy for your sister. He has a job, he has a—”

			“A motorcycle.”

			“Well, I don’t care much for motorcycles, but he’s nothing but nice when he’s over, so you should at least give him the decency of using his actual name. Understood?”

			He couldn’t argue with her. She held the keys to his future and his freedom. Mom would decide when he could set a date for his driver’s exam, the one thing that could save his summer, so if that meant being nice to Julie’s meathead boyfriend, so be it. He could handle that, at least in front of his mother. If he got that licence and cruised down the avenue, maybe the girls would notice him.

			The thought brought November back to the front of his brain.

			“Mom?”

			“Yes,” she said, finally taking up the seat next to him. The smell of her flowery perfume was comforting, part of her motherly ozone that always drew him to her. She forked some green beans, looked at him with her blue eyes, holding the steaming veggies before her mouth.

			Rocky swallowed his burger and cleared his throat. “Would it be all right if I went out for a little while?”

			She chewed up her food and placed her soft hand in front of her lips. “Back to Axel’s? I thought they sent you home so they could get ready for the trip?”

			“No, I was just going to go out for a walk on the beach, clear my head, get some fresh air. It’s cooled off quite a bit.” He knew she didn’t like him venturing out alone, especially during tourist season. He and his mom had spent too many Friday nights together watching episodes of 20/20 where children were kidnapped and never seen again. Grieving mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers. If anything, the paranoia the show ingrained in him gave him an edge around crowds. He was always looking over his shoulder and ready to run at the first sign of someone creepy.

			“I’ll be safe. I won’t even stay out for long. I just need….” What did he need exactly? Just to get out, to be where she might be. “I just need the fresh air.”

			“I guess I could eat dinner by myself,” she said, lowering her chin.

			“I can finish supper and then go,” he said, reaching across the table and putting his hand on hers.

			She looked up and smiled. “Okay, but I want you back shortly after dark, if not before.”

			“Deal,” he said.

			He started to shovel green beans into his mouth, and then slowed down. Looking up at her, he grinned.

			“It’s okay,” she said. “You can head out now. I’ll be fine. Go.”

			“You sure?” he said. The green beans made him sound like Mushmouth from Fat Albert.

			“Yes, and don’t talk with your mouth full.”

			He swallowed, forked the final corner of potatoes down his gullet and grabbed the remainder of his burger. Taking a bottle of Crush from the fridge, he gave her a peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Mom.”

			“Back by dark,” she said.

			He walked out the front door and headed toward the thriving seaside attractions.

			* * *

			The lights and sounds of a summer beach town played all around, a carnival that stayed on for the season. The melody of voices – the laughter, the hoo-rahs, the French-Canadian back and forths – accompanied the roar of specialised mufflers that blatted out from tough-looking cars and Hell’s Angels-ready bikes. Nestled in between these sounds were the cheers, screams, and music from the amusement rides, the live band playing at Barbara Anne’s, and if you walked to the edge of it all, you could hear the Atlantic whisper promises of serenity to the shore. Rocky had lived here his entire life and this orchestra, this show, every year, never got old. If anything, it revitalised him. Reminded him how great it was to live here, to get this experience that a lot of these people milling around paid big bucks to feel, year in year out, for nothing. Locals had to put up with loud nights and strange people passing through, but that too was a part of the charm. A young man couldn’t ask for more, with all the babes from Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New York, and all points Canada to gawk at and dream about. Some spoke with great accents, some were completely foreign, couldn’t speak a lick of English and just smiled instead. That was more than enough. The girl he’d kissed at the Foreigner concert last year spoke terrible English, but that hadn’t stopped them from holding hands. He still couldn’t believe he’d had the guts to touch her let alone kiss her. Julie told him it was because he had a contact high from the Mary Jane. Whatever it was, it had been wonderful. At the end of the day or night, talk is overrated. It’s all about the spaces in between, the whispered promises that you have to go to the edge to hear.

			“Hey, Heatstroke,” a voice called out.

			There she stood, her back against the front of Louie’s Sports Shop, yellow Chuck on the building, green Chuck planted firmly on the ground. She’d swapped out the Twisted Sister shirt and jeans for a yellow Star Wars ringer t-shirt and a purple skirt that met the knees of her pale legs. Her dark hair, darker lips, and the gleam of the neon light in her eyes spilled his thoughts to the ground. He mumbled something but didn’t know what.

			“Come on,” she said.

			And just like that, they were off.

			He wanted her to reach back and take his hand. She didn’t. She walked, glided was more like it, pacing every other person on the block. He followed, his heart thumping as fast as Pacman on power pellets, as they made their way out past all the shops and entered the gates of Palace Playland.

			“Hungry?” she said, calling over her shoulder.

			“Yeah, sure,” he lied. The Clarise Zukas Special in his belly was being fed to the spiders from Mars that seemed to have been planted there with November’s arrival. She might not have been Ziggy Stardust, but she was every bit as intriguing and mysterious.

			She stopped at Palace Dough Boys.

			“Two fried doughs, please.”

			He stopped behind her, trying to catch his breath, and wiped his sweaty palms on his knees.

			Stay cool.

			After a few seconds of crossing then uncrossing his arms, rubbing his hands together and then scratching at his ear, Rocky put his hands in his pockets just to settle the whirlpool of emotions trying to swallow him.

			“Where are your parents?” he asked, unable to think of anything else to say.

			The greasy-looking, grey-haired guy at the dough stand handed her two paper plates. She thanked him and handed him a five.

			If she’d heard his question, she didn’t answer. She took the plates to the side counter and applied both powdered sugar and cinnamon.

			“I could have gotten mine,” Rocky said.

			“Nonsense. You have to get the mix just right.” She finished up and handed the plate over. “Here. Take a bite and let me know what you think.”

			Never one to put cinnamon on his fried dough, he hesitated for a split second before trying it. “Wow,” he said, chewing the warm bread. “That’s really good.”

			“I know,” she said. “It’s perfect.”

			He watched her gaze all around, taking in every sight, sound, every breath like it was the first time she’d ever been someplace like this. It was hard to imagine, she seemed so comfortable here, and navigated through the crowds and buildings like she’d been here since the days of the settlers. She gazed up at the darkening sky, nodded, and added, “Perfect. Just like tonight.”

			While she got lost in the beauty of his town, he stared at her. Her smooth neck, her chin, and he even managed to be a gentleman only taking a quick glance at the way her boobs pressed against the fabric of her t-shirt. Luke and Han were two of the luckiest guys on Earth right now and they didn’t even know it.

			He snapped his eyes back up to meet hers as she smiled.

			“So,” she said. “What else do you do around here for kicks, beside playing arcade games and chasing girls you don’t know?”

			“Ahh…swim?”

			She nodded. “Okay, that sounds like fun. Let’s go.”

			“What? You mean like, right now?”

			The thought of her seeing his back brace and yucking out like Becky Colby made his chest tight. He wished he’d taken it off before he came out, but he hadn’t thought to. Hell, he didn’t really think he’d see her again.

			“Sure,” she said. “Why not. The water’s probably still warm and—” Her eyes dropped to his jeans. “I bet you left your trunks at home, huh?”

			My way out.

			“Yeah,” he said. “I was just coming out for a walk—”

			“No problem.” She nodded back toward the square and shoved off in that direction.

			“What are we doing?” Rocky said, his stomach turning on him again.

			“Getting you some swimwear. Unless you wanna chance going in in your tighty-whities.”

			His face flushed with warmth.

			“Here,” she said.

			He followed her into a tourist trap he’d never been in before. It was one of many little shops with Hawaiian shirts and vibrant-coloured shorts and swimsuits in the window.

			She snatched green trunks from a rack, placing them against his waist.

			He pulled his hips away from her before her hands could make contact and bumped a large woman behind him with his butt.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said to the woman. She harrumphed at him and moved along.

			“Sorry,” November said, her gaze drifting to the floor. She looked slightly wounded.

			“No, it’s okay,” he said. “I didn’t know what you were doing is all.”

			She looked up, her lips making a slight upturn.

			“Well, I think these should work. What do you think?”

			“I think they should be fine,” he said.

			“Good. Are you ready then?”

			Before he could answer, she took them to the lady behind the counter and paid for them.

			“Here you go, Heatstroke,” she said, slapping the green shorts to his chest. “Now we can get wet.”

			He stopped panicking about his brace enough to wonder what she was going to wear. She probably had something on under her clothes.

			He had to think of a way out of this without looking like a wimp or a weirdo.

			The beach was just a couple minutes ahead of them. All the way his body filled with dread. How the hell could this be happening? She wasn’t even supposed to be here. He should still be at home in his bedroom playing video games or listening to music.

			As they reached the sand, he remembered the bathrooms.

			“I have to go to the bathroom,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

			“Don’t go sneaking off on me,” she replied. “I’ll be waiting right here.”

			He hurried to the bathroom, fished a quarter from his jeans, placed it in the coin slot on the door, and entered.

			What the hell was he thinking? His original thought had been to come in here and take off his brace, but then what? He couldn’t just leave it in here. Could he? And if he walked out with it, she’d see him and ask about the ugly thing.

			“Fuck it,” he said. Nobody ever used the quarter potties. They smelled awful and like this one, were a mess. There was still someone’s shit on the lid of the toilet seat and pissy toilet paper on the floor. He looked at the lock. Maybe he could lock it and step out. No one could get in, and he could find someone to open it for him after November left.

			It was a terrible plan, but he wasn’t about to let her see him in this damn thing.

			He undid the Velcro straps and placed the brace down in the cleanest corner.

			“I hate you,” he said, talking to the brace. “But for the love of god, please be here when I come back.”

			He stepped out, hit the lock button and shut the door. He plunked another coin in the slot and pulled. It wouldn’t open.

			Good.

			She was people watching as he joined her.

			“All set?” she asked.

			“Yep.”

			They were on the sand, heading toward the water – he hadn’t warned her that despite her assumption that the water was still warm, they’d be lucky if it was fifty-four degrees. The Atlantic didn’t get ‘warm’ until late July, early August at best. The tide was in, which meant they had some pretty big waves – big, like warm, being a relative term when it comes to this slice of the ocean. You wouldn’t see anyone hanging ten out there tonight or any other night.

			The sun was dropping at a steady rate behind them. Twilight had a firm grasp on the sky, a bruising purple, and would sooner than later turn them into a couple of shadows.

			There were plenty of people still sitting on blankets and walking where the water met the land, but it was dwindling down for the day.

			November pulled her shirt over her head, revealing a black bikini top. His eyes betrayed the noble knight within him and took her in. Without turning to him, she bent over and slipped her skirt down her legs to her feet. She might as well have shot him with a hormone dart. He felt his dick come to life and had to turn away and try to get myself under control before it became blatantly obvious and totally embarrassing.

			“You gonna hold those all night or put ’em on?” she asked.

			“I, uh….” He remembered the green trunks in his hand.

			“No one’s gonna look. Just take your pants off and throw ’em on real quick.”

			Under normal circumstances he would have excused himself and gone to the pay-to-piss restrooms again, but this was no normal circumstance. He didn’t want to leave her again. He dropped his jeans, grateful that his chubby had vacated the premises, and pulled on the trunks.

			“Hey, look at that, I was right. Perfect fit. You look real cute, Heatstroke. Last one in has to buy lunch tomorrow.” She bolted toward the waves.

			Beating her to the water, knowing how cold it would be and still diving head-first into a crashing wave proved to be either the bravest or dumbest thing he’d ever done for anyone.

			The icy water attacked his flesh like a bazillion tiny, hate-filled blow darts from an indigenous tribe.

			Your kind is not welcome here. Leave now or we will make it much worse for you and your friend.

			Rocky exploded out of the salty water, slicked his long bangs out of his face and crossed his arms in a vain attempt to appease his frozen flesh. Goose pimples popped up like white flags to the hateful Tribe of Cold Ocean.

			November’s laugh made it easier to stand there shivering to death. The fact that she stood there clapping from the shore filled him with another urge: revenge.

			“Oh, I see,” he said through his already chattering teeth.

			“No, no…” she said, raising one palm between them.

			Rocky was too fast, and she was too busy laughing. He bolted from the sea and had her over his shoulder in seconds. He didn’t send her in alone; he was courteous enough to join her as he tossed her to the waves and dove in for another round of attacks from the Tribe of Cold Ocean.

			She was already up when he stood.

			Shivering, her dark lips quivering before his own, she gazed into his eyes like someone searching for a soul. They were kissing before his brain could find a chance to ruin the moment. Fireworks exploded behind them, lighting up the sky to applause and oohs and ahhs from the entire population. You couldn’t have scripted this any better. It felt like the world was sharing in the greatest moment of his life.

			When their lips parted and their eyes locked, gravity abandoned, he was lost in the dark space of her gaze.

			“Wow, Rocky, you’re a pretty good kisser.”

			“Thanks. So are you.”

			“I’m freezing.”

			“Yeah, me too.”

			She stepped forward. He pursed his lips, ready for another kiss, when he felt her leg behind his. She shoved him backward and bolted for the shore as his back hit the water.

			He scrambled to his feet, but she was already at her clothes.

			“I owe you lunch tomorrow,” she yelled back. “Meet me at the pier.”

			He started for the shore as she sprinted away, pulling her shirt on as she took off.

			“Oh man, am I in trouble,” he said. “Big trouble.”

			The fireworks continued going off overhead. The thought occurred to him that Palace Playland waited until nine fifteen or so to set them off on Mondays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. It was dark already. He’d made his mom a promise.

			He threw on his t-shirt, tossed his jeans over his shoulder, hopped into his sneakers, and headed for home.

			It hit him as he reached the square. After they kissed, she’d called him by his name. The smile dropped when he looked over at the pay-to-piss potty where he’d left his back brace.

			“Oh shit.”

			He hurried over and tried the door. It wouldn’t budge, but at least it was still locked. He glanced around. Who the hell did he ask to help get the door open?

			Serious anxiety cinched his insides as he scanned the crowd for help. There was a cop over at the DQ.

			He was gonna feel like an idiot, but touching his lips and remembering her kiss, it was totally worth it.

			“Hi, Officer Nelson,” he said.

			“Hey, kid, what can I do for you?”

			Pete Nelson was kind of a jerk to most of the kids Rocky knew, but he was always super nice to Rocky, because Uncle Arthur had helped Officer Nelson fix an old snowmobile a couple winters back. Rocky had even seen him from time to time drinking beers with his uncle on the stoop.

			“I need your help. I kind of locked something important in one of the pay-to-piss porta potties.”

			“Can’t say I’ve ever heard that one before,” he said. “But you’re in luck.”

			* * *

			Officer Nelson knew the guy at the Seaside Motel, Gordon something or other, and fortunately, Gordon oversaw the crapping facilities.

			It was ten o’clock by the time he walked in the front door.

			Motley Crue had a song called ‘Looks That Kill’ and the expression on his mother’s face held his death sentence.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			“I told you to be home by dark. You had me worried sick,” she said, arms crossed over her chest. Dad came up behind her.

			“You just bought yourself a day’s worth of chores,” his father said.

			“Dad,” he whined.

			“Never mind,” he said, waving Rocky off before he could plead his case. “Give your mother a hug and then go to your room.”

			When his father busted out never mind, it was useless to resist. The Force was strong with this one.

			He hugged his mother.

			“Don’t ever do that to me again,” she whispered.

			“I won’t. Promise.”

			She let go, crossed her arms again, and nodded toward the hall. “Go.”

			His father was already planted in front of the TV; Clint Eastwood’s Escape from Alcatraz was playing from the VCR.

			Rocky only hoped that fate was nicer to him than it had been to Frank Morris.
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