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To my fellow deviants,
for all the comments and critiques.
Car rides never failed to turn boredom into utter dread for Aaron Capps. Like a criminal being sent away to prison against his will, he was buckled down tight, trapped behind a pane of glass and made to watch the outside world whip by like the elusive canvas of some somber dream. He squinted through the backseat window, closing his eyes almost completely so that the only thing he could see was the blur of twilight: a shapeless, nameless reality behind his eyelids that temporarily took him away from his own anger and frustration. No more stuffy car; no more lumpy duffel bag sinking in between his sweaty legs, making his balls stick to the insides of his thighs; no more bag of stale Fritos he’d been trying not to eat for the past three days. Just the sound of the voice in his head, bitching about how life sucked.
Think about Tuesday, he told himself. Wait—not Tuesday. That’s when you lost Nikki. Think about . . . Wednesday. The day after. Dad sitting there at the dinner table and deciding to tell you we’re moving halfway across the country to Anaheim, to some smoggy ditch in California. Yeah . . . think about that.
Aaron had already been heartbroken over Nikki’s decision to dump him for some stereotypically ego-driven, steroid-pumping football player. He’d moped all the way home from school, kicking at anything that crossed his path and ignoring all the traffic signals—nearly getting himself killed twice, actually. It hadn’t seemed to matter, though. He’d pretty much made up his mind that he wanted to curl up in some dark hole and die—except that the day was only half over and his dad still had yet to make The Announcement.
The news had come at dinnertime that evening. The school year was a mere two months from ending and Aaron’s father had somehow thought it would be appropriate to announce that the family would be making “big changes.” Aaron had simply stopped eating and stared, moon-eyed and open-mouthed.
“Don’t be upset,” his father had said. “The company has been planning a move for a long time, it’s just been a matter of when. I know now isn’t the best time with school nearly over, but if I don’t transfer, it means becoming surplussed—and we certainly don’t need that. Not with our credit card bills the way they are.”
The company. Aaron cringed, picturing his father’s face in his mind, hearing his voice. Daniel always spoke of his pencil-pusher job as if he were an on-the-button business executive, a valuable asset—when really he was just a payroll entry being swept out of the way.
All the way to Anaheim.
“Aaron, you haven’t budged in almost an hour. Is everything all right?”
He stirred slightly, hearing his mother’s voice and realizing the side of his face had become numb from leaning so long against the car window. “Yeah,” he lied, yawning.
Julia passed him a momentary glance through the rear-view mirror, and he knew she was immensely glad she had insisted he ride with her instead of with Daniel in the U-Haul. She was right, of course: he hated his father right now, and had he been allowed to ride with the man in the same vehicle for more than five minutes, one of them would have finished the trip with a bloody nose.
“You know, you missed a lot of great scenery,” Julia said a bit later as they pulled into a Motel 6. “One of the reasons we drove on this trip was so you could see some sights away from the city.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Aaron said. “I have a headache. Where are we?”
“Palm Springs. Looks like your father’s calling it a day.”
Aaron snorted, shifting in his seat. “Looks like Las Vegas.”
“You’ve never been to Vegas, sweetheart.”
Julia pulled into a parking space beside the U-Haul truck and killed the engine, which shuddered and wheezed and finally came to a sputtering halt. Aaron got out of the car and stretched. The place didn’t look all that spectacular up close: just a moderate horseshoe of buildings, a Seven Eleven, and lots of desert palms sprinkled atop rolling hillsides. The place was lit up by a dozen or so of the most god-awful yellow street lamps in the world, the kind that seemed to attract swarms of insects like dead buffalo.
Daniel exited the U-Haul (his Spurs cap plastered permanently to his sweaty scalp), bitched about a cramp, and handed Aaron a ten dollar bill. “Get us some drinks,” he said, pointing to the Seven Eleven, “and whatever you want for yourself. We’ll meet you in the check-in office.”
Aaron might have protested, or at least thrown a mild tantrum, but heat and exhaustion had made the entire Capps family miserable enough as it was. He took the money and went into the convenience store. Besides two preteens working an arcade machine and slurping sodas, the place was barren. A balding, middle-aged, terminally annoyed-looking cashier gave Aaron the usual glower, which translated to something like, “Don’t pocket anything or I’ll sic the police on your ass.” It was to be expected, though. He was an adult, after all, and adults always arrived at the same conclusion whenever a sixteen-year-old went straight to the back of the store where the soda and beer was thrown together. Sure enough, after a moment of standing in front of the freezer and trying to decide between iced tea and fruit cocktail, Aaron heard footsteps approaching from behind. However, instead of the cashier, it was the two children he’d spotted playing the video game.
“Hi,” greeted one, the boy. “My name’s David.”
“And mine’s Melissa,” the girl chimed, right on cue, it seemed. They looked to be near-twins, a year or two apart from each other. Probably brother and sister, Aaron thought, mustering a smile.
“I’m Aaron,” he responded.
“Nice to meet you, Erin,” Melissa said with an amused smile. “Are you new here?”
“Got here five minutes ago. Headed towards Anaheim.” He nodded towards the front of the store, where the U-Haul could be seen through the window.
“Fav min’tes ’gow,” David giggled, trying to do a convincing southern accent. “Yaw sownd lack uh Texun.”
“Yeah,” replied Aaron, trying his best to be patient. “I’m from Austin.”
“Well howdy, cowboy,” said Melissa, smiling once more before suddenly looking around as if she were being watched. She then took hold of Aaron’s arm and squeezed it tightly as she whispered urgently into his ear. “They’re gonna eat you up, you know that?”
David joined in, grabbing Aaron’s other arm and whispering in unison with his sister: “We used to live there. They’re bigger than you, and they’re stronger than you. Maybe, if you’re too much of a dud, they’ll leave you alone—but they notice fresh blood real quick. Don’t think they can’t smell you coming.”
“Crazy kids” Aaron laughed, pulling away.
Abruptly, the twins let him go and resumed their cheerful, elf-like stance as the cashier came up to them, a suspicious look in his eye.
“What did I tell you two about hanging around back here? Off with you now.” He faced Aaron. “You too—unless you’re buying something.”
Aaron held up the drinks.
“Fine, then.” The cashier started toward the front of the store again. “Register’s over here.”
(As if Aaron’s eyes were merely stuck in his head for show.)
“I’ve had trouble with those two,” the cashier said as he rang up the sodas. “They come in here all the time and hang out by the video games.” His gaze caught and held Aaron’s as he took the ten dollar bill. “When they see people they don’t know, they mess around with them, tell them God-knows-what about God-knows-who. Practical jokes, kiddie nonsense. Their parents are Mormons.” Gaze unbroken, he handed back the change—two forty-seven for three twenty-ounces that had been priced at ninety-nine cents apiece. “Well, anyway, goodbye. Have a good evening.”
“Okay,” Aaron mumbled, confused. It was like suddenly awakening from a dream, hearing the last echoing sounds of his own snoring before coming fully awake. He blinked and found himself outside. He was walking across the parking lot, back towards the motel.
What? he thought to himself, and he stopped, a nauseating wave of inertia overwhelming him, making him reel and drop to his knees. For a moment he thought he might pass out, but the feeling quickly passed.
“Aaron!” called his mother, running to him. She must have seen him fall and probably thought he’d suffered heat stroke.
“I’m fine,” he yelled back, gathering up the drinks and getting to his feet.
It didn’t occur to him that something out of the ordinary might have happened until later in the evening, when he was undressing for bed and going through his jeans pockets. He turned up less than two and a half dollars in change, and a crumpled receipt with ink so faded as to be unreadable. Had he not been so utterly exhausted, he might have wondered why three sodas had cost so much; as it stood, he merely curled up in his sleeping bag and fell instantly asleep.
A gentle whisper in his ear, a soft breeze across his face and suddenly, with an inadvertent shudder, Joshua was awake.
Six twenty-five, he thought, glancing carefully at the clock. Five minutes before the alarm was supposed to go off. Right on time.
He blinked his eyes a few more times and, keeping himself perfectly still, started focusing on the various details of his bedroom: down past his feet, a cluttered maple wood dresser and cracked mirror, partially obscured by tacky orange-colored curtains flowing lazily in the early morning breeze; a little to the right, an ancient RCA television set, balanced precariously atop a pile of encyclopedia volumes; T-shirts, socks, and underwear to the left—all draped over various components of his weight machine (he had a walk-in closet, but he’d long ago left it to the spiders and dust-mites).
There’s no one here but you, dip-shit, he thought, relaxing somewhat and unclenching his muscles. He moved to get out of bed—and nearly pissed himself when he saw his mottled reflection in the mirror. For a moment he thought he was looking at someone else, some horribly-distorted monster come alive from his nightmares, but it was only his reflection.
My own jacked up reflection.
Straightening somewhat, he squinted hard so that his vision became blurred, so that the craggy skin of his face and chest appeared smooth. No more bumps, no more crevices, no more Freddy Krueger in boxers. Just . . . Josh.
“Just Josh,” he whispered out loud, clenching his fists and concentrating hard on the mirror image. He began to knead the reflection, to warp his perception of his features. Slowly, he felt his skin begin to crawl, and he let out a stifled gasp as pain gripped his body from head to toe.
“Just . . . Josh . . .”
His limbs shuddered slightly, and he gasped again, resisting the urge to start scratching frantically all over himself as imaginary eels slithered between his joints, through his muscle fibers. For a moment it looked as if his head had become misshapen, as if his eyes were slowly dripping off his face like candle wax.
“Damn,” he murmured, opening his eyes and slamming his fists against his thighs. He’d been overextending himself, pumping out excessive amounts of energy without realizing he’d already achieved his goal. He looked at himself and was able to see his slim, smooth visage without having to filter out the melted-cheese contour of his skin.
You’re no movie star, but you’ll do, he told himself, and stripped off his boxers, used them to wipe the sweat from his brow. Then he found a towel, wrapped it around his waist, and headed for the bathroom.
So began Joshua Swaney’s morning.
The Capps arrived in Anaheim late on a Wednesday evening that had become unexpectedly chilly (for a tourist) after an afternoon of blazing, triple-digit temperatures. No one had the inclination to prospect the new house until they’d gotten a good night’s rest, so they checked into another motel. Aaron tossed and turned all night, sleeping unevenly throughout, and groaning primitively when he was awakened by his mother at seven-thirty sharp the next morning.
Breakfast was a cheese omelet and hash browns, courtesy of Denny’s. Aaron ate his food and gazed out the window at the palm trees outlining the parking lot, at a couple of skaters conversing loudly and trying to grind the curb beside the welcome sign.
Not much different from Texas, he thought, except for the accent.
Except for Ashley Zurich, the girl he met on the way to the men’s room.
It would have been hard not to notice her. She was his age, maybe a little older, five-foot-four, pale skin and stunning silvery eyes—all hidden beneath baggy overalls, candy cane shirt, and contrasting black makeup. Her blond hair was done up in dreads, with violet-highlights, and her eyebrows and nostrils were pierced. She stood in the narrow hallway, leaning on the men’s side and tapping her foot on the floor.
Aaron tried not to stare, but couldn’t help it.
She gave him a quick look-over, then pointed to a sign hanging on the men’s room door. “Men’s room is out of order.”
“Oh,” Aaron murmured, and chuckled lightly. “Figures. I don’t suppose there’s a good bush nearby?”
Ashley smiled amusedly, cocking her head slightly to one side. Obviously she’d discerned an alternate meaning for the word “bush.”
“Depends,” she replied.
Aaron flushed bright red. “I didn’t mean . . . I mean . . .”
“I know.” She shoved her hand into his. “My name’s Ashley—or just Ash, for short.”
“I’m Aaron,” he responded, noticing that her fingernails were also painted black. He shook her hand; her skin was ice cold.
“I like your accent. Where you from?”
“Austin. My dad got some kind of transfer from his job. We rolled in late last night.”
Ashley nodded. “So, you’re a cowboy, huh?”
“No,” laughed Aaron. “Do I look like one?”
“No. Is that your natural hair color?”
Unconsciously, Aaron ran a hand along the top of his head. “Yeah. I’ve been growing it out since I was twelve.”
“Your parents let you do that?”
“Yeah. I used to have it buzzed, but I got tired of the Marine look. I don’t think my mom and dad like it, but in the end it’s my head, not theirs.”
“Well, it’s very nice. Very . . . cute.”
Aaron found himself developing another blush. “Uh, thanks.”
Ashley seemed to be on the verge of posing another question when her cell phone chirped. She smiled prettily and reached into an obscured jacket pocket. “My boyfriend. He’s picking me up.”
“Oh, cool.”
Aaron moved to the side, so she could pass. As she did, though, something struck him as odd. He paused for a moment, following the back of Ashley’s head as she moved up the hallway.
“I’ll be seeing you around, then,” she said over her shoulder. She turned a corner and was gone.
“Bye,” Aaron said, and turned in place slightly. Something odd, he thought again, his gaze falling upon a framed picture, sealed in glass, hanging on the wall beside the men’s room door. It took him a moment to get rid of the prickly feeling at the base of his neck, and it was all the more infuriating since the picture, depicting nothing more extraordinary than a springtime meadow, seemed perfectly average in all respects. Nevertheless, it bothered him to no end. Something had been wrong, as he’d moved to let Ashley pass—
—and then it hit him: she’d had no reflection.
Standing where he was now, Aaron could clearly see the outline of his head and shoulders, some murky facial details as well, reflected in the glass of the picture frame. Ashley . . . she hadn’t shown up at all.
He headed back to his parents’ table.
God, I need more sleep, he thought.
* * *
Mark Wozniak, a friend of a friend of Daniel’s, was a slightly obese beach-bum of a man who apparently owned multiple chunks of real-estate in and around Orange County. His overly buoyant demeanor complimented his gaudy Hawaiian shirt and khaki shorts combination perfectly, for he had the incongruous humor to sing the Beverly Hillbillies theme as the Capps pulled into the driveway of a two-story, beige and white townhouse.
“Welcome to Belinda Circle,” he greeted jovially, before Daniel even had a chance to kill the engine. “The place to be if you want free cable.”
Aaron vacated the back seat of the station wagon and stood in the driveway. No front lawn, he thought, following with his eyes the tacky stone-pebble path that led from the driveway to the front door.
“Holy geez,” Mark exclaimed, having just shaken hands with Daniel and now facing Aaron. “You been feeding the kid Miracle Grow?” He laughed then, held his hand out over the concrete. “Last time I saw you, you were this tall—just a small fry.”
Aaron smiled knowingly, though he couldn’t for the life of him recall when he’d ever seen Mark—Hawaiian shirt or otherwise. He surely would have faltered, had Mark pursued a conversation. Thankfully, Julia stepped in to give Mark a hug, thereby drawing the man’s attention elsewhere.
While his parents made small talk, Aaron sized up his new home. The cul-de-sac was clean, the half-dozen homes well-kept, though it was all more desert-like than he’d expected. There was an abundance of sparkling white concrete, one driveway sloping into another, that bypassed the chore of lawn work altogether. In fact, the only plant life was embodied by a row of palms planted curbside.
As for the Capps’ new house itself, Aaron couldn’t help but think that the Wicked Witch of the West had missed Dorothy’s home altogether and instead dropped a two-story beach flat in the middle of Anaheim. It was like a double-decker mobile home, without the wheels.
After ten minutes of Daniel continuously thanking Mark for arranging their room and board, praising Mark for his generosity—kissing Mark’s ass, basically, Aaron finally asked for the key, citing his need to urinate as an excuse to start the unpacking.
“Take care of the place, kid,” Mark said with a wink. He patted himself on the chest. “Your landlord’s a nice guy, but he’s a little impatient when it comes to those wild parties.”
Daniel laughed—perhaps more than he normally would have at such a corny joke—while Aaron thanked Mark and politely took the key. On the inside, he was cringing. My dad’s in a bind, he thought, and Mark knows it. Friends or not, Mark’s gonna lord it over us that he let us stay here for half the rent. Nice way to start things off.
Aaron let himself inside, did a quick run-through before finding the single upstairs bathroom. Overall, the place was Spartan, the polished floorboards bare, the plastic window blinds as plain as could be. There were a lot of windows on the ground floor, which was nice—except the view would have been much better if the place had been on the beach.
It took an hour to unload the U-Haul (Mark departed early on, but promised to stop by every so often to see how things were going). Daniel and Aaron carried in the bigger pieces of furniture first, arranging everything in a very basic manner in the living room. Beds, dressers, and boxes followed.
Aaron’s new room was above the garage, overlooking the driveway. It was half the size of the master—which his parents commandeered, no questions asked—and had a fraction of the closet space. Somewhat grumpy from lack of sleep, as well as the stifling noonday sun, he piled all his things inside and promptly stripped off his sweat-soaked T-shirt. He kicked off his shoes and socks as well. There was no central air-conditioning.
With a sigh, he went to the window and pushed it open as far as it would go. Then he set himself to unpacking for several minutes before finally yielding to the heat and heading downstairs for a drink. He gulped down water from the kitchen faucet and went outside to examine the backyard. The pavement was warm under his feet as he stepped between various ant trails to reach the shed, which was unlocked. There was a garden hose inside, some rusty tools, but nothing really interesting.
“Hey! What are you doing back there?”
Aaron jumped slightly, the shed door slamming shut with a loud bang. On the other side of the chain-link fence that separated the Capps’ yard from the neighbors’ was a short, middle-aged man with sun-browned skin and long white hair tucked into a straw hat. He clutched a garden hoe in one hand, which he leaned on, ever so slightly, as he glared at Aaron.
“Well?” he demanded. “Are you just going to stand there like a tongueless, barefooted hippie or are you going to explain yourself?”
Aaron’s response was somewhat fragmented, for he was having trouble matching up the man’s voice with his diminutive body. “I, uh, I live here.”
The man raised his snowy eyebrows, then lowered them again, transforming his beady eyes into impossibly thin slits. “I don’t recognize you. What’s your name?”
Great, Aaron thought to himself. Been here five minutes and already the next-door neighbor’s got it out for me. “My name’s Aaron, sir. My family and I just moved here.”
“Really, now?”
“We’ve been moving stuff in since nine o’clock.”
Softening his gaze somewhat, the man looked towards the street. “So you bought the house. I noticed Wozniak took the ‘For Sale’ sign down a few days back.” He looked back towards Aaron and extended his arm over the fence. “Name’s Nathan Brown.”
After a moment’s consideration, Aaron stepped up to the fence and shook Nathan’s hand. “Nice to meet you,” he said.
“Same here. You look parched. Want a soda?”
Aaron bit his lip, looked back over his shoulder in a combination of mistrust concerning his hoe-wielding neighbor and loyalty to his moving duties. “I really should be getting back to—”
“Nonsense! This heat’s unbearable. You want ice?”
“Um . . . okay.”
“Come around front. I’ll let you in.”
* * *
Cradling a plastic tumbler filled with Coca Cola, Aaron sat with Nathan in the Amazon rain forest that was his backyard. Unlike the Capps’ yard, the concrete slabs here had been removed to expose the underlying soil, which gave way to a plethora of ferns and wildflowers. An aqua-blue tarp had been draped across strategically-placed wooden stakes, and served as a canopy for Nathan’s makeshift greenhouse. Aaron quite liked it, preferring the ever-present sheen of sweat on his skin to the blistering dry heat that was outside. The humidity reminded him of home.
“So,” said Nathan, sipping a beer. “A country boy, eh? Texas?”
“Austin,” replied Aaron, nodding.
“Fabulous. Let me say it’s nice to be able to talk to a normal lad these days.”
Aaron shrugged. “If you think I’m the standard.”
“Well, you’ve got manners, and you’ve got the look of someone who doesn’t have their head in the clouds—or in the catacombs, as is often the case.” Another sip of beer. “People around here got the most wretched attitude problems I’ve ever seen. Kids wearing leather and chains, eyeliner and tattoos and all that unholy shit. You got twelve-year-olds looking like dogs on leashes being led by girls looking like hookers without breasts.” Leaning closer to Aaron’s ear, Nathan continued in a low whisper. “You see that house over there, across the way?”
Aaron shifted on his stool and spotted a section of tarp that hung loose along the street side portion of the yard, and which provided a fairly good view of the cul-de-sac. “The one with the wide patio?”
“Mm-hmm,” Nathan continued, staring at the house as if it were an unearthly spectacle. “Last week, that eleven-year-old they got brought home a group of these girlies who looked to be demons of the night, and a whole lot older than he is. They were all dressed in black and wearing their chains down to their knees and grabbing parts of that boy that ain’t meant to be touched till he’s married. Now, you tell me: What do you suppose they do up in his bedroom until his parents get home, hmm? And under the cover of the loudest godforsaken music I ever heard, if you can call what they play music.”
Aaron developed a slight blush as he briefly recalled his own somewhat recent experiences as a preteen: frantic moments with half-known girls’ hands down his pants, trying to get the job done before his parents came home. And this year, with Nikki, he’d progressed to the oral stage, had been dallying with the prospect of going all the way with her. Until the breakup, of course.
“I don’t hear any music now,” he said, clearing his throat.
“There’s no music because today’s Thursday, a weekday. The boy’s always out bright and early on weekdays, but not to school, mind you, and he never comes back till evening, when he can climb into his bedroom window without being seen. My guess is that he likes to wash off the smell of marijuana before his parents realize their little boy’s been getting high, getting laid by his little girlfriends. It’s a pretty sad thing, really, ’cause I used to know the kid when he was respectable, not more than six months ago—but that was before he met them.” Silence fell over the greenhouse for a moment as Nathan seemed to think about something indescribably distant.
“Who’s ‘them?’” Aaron finally asked.
Nathan looked as if he’d just tasted something bitter. “You know the type, right? The ones who got the knack of persuasion?”
Aaron shook his head.
“My, you’re not from around here, are you? You really have no idea?”
Again, Aaron shook his head and shrugged. No, he wasn’t from around here, and he was beginning to think such a quality was something best kept to himself. “What are we talking about here? Some kind of street gang?”
“It’s those freaks. You know, the ones who aren’t quite like you and me. The ones who are into that vampire crap with all the blackness and pale skin. Unholy and like ravenous bloodhounds. They’ll take an innocent youth and turn him into a creature of the night. That’s what they did to that boy across the street. Changed him. Made him one of them.”
Again, an emphasis on that word: them. As if certain residents of Anaheim weren’t entirely human.
Caught halfway between amusement and alarm, Aaron started to ask for a more detailed explanation, but at that moment, Nathan’s phone rang, and he excused himself to go answer it. That left Aaron alone to ponder the meaning of his oratory, and to wonder if perhaps the man wasn’t operating with a full deck. He sipped his soda, listened to the muffled sounds of Nathan conversing inside the house, and allowed his eyes to wander about the garden. Almost immediately he caught sight of something odd resting at the far end of the yard. Obscured by several layers of glistening leaves and vines, it looked like someone had set a life-sized statue against the rear fence.
Curious, Aaron rose from his seat and made his way through the leafage until he found himself standing before the statue, which very closely resembled Nathan Brown himself. Moistened soil, rich with fleshy roots, comprised much of the limbs and torso. Most fascinating, though, was the face, which was so lifelike it might have been simply a layer of dirt and grime painted onto a sleeping person’s real face. Aaron stepped in close to examine the craftsmanship—and started as suddenly, and without warning, the eyelids flashed open.
He stifled a yelp, dropped his drink and took several steps backward. As he did so, the eyes focused on him, followed his movements.
“Oh, fuck,” he gasped.
He turned and ran.
Savanna High School: Joshua tried not to look at anyone or anything as he crossed the front lawn, fell into step behind a group of giggling sophomore girls dressed in shorts and tank-tops. One of them glanced back at him and smiled; he blinked at her uncertainly, as if he wasn’t sure whether she was being friendly or finding some sort of amusement in his appearance.
You’re so damned anti-social, he told himself. Like you want to be a failure.
The girl faced forward again, rejoined her friends in conversation. Suddenly Joshua found himself staring at her butt.
Go on. Look at it, see how it wiggles just right when she walks . . . makes you want to whip out the goods right here and—
He bit down viciously on his tongue.
Fuck you, he thought—as if he were talking to another person entirely. His left leg twitched involuntarily, and he stumbled slightly, but he didn’t fall—he refused to fall and embarrass himself in front of everyone.
Another of the girls, having heard his commotion, glanced back at him; this time he smiled assuredly.
“G’morning, ladies,” he said.
In response, the girls giggled collectively. One of them offered a muffled, “What a dork,” as they navigated away from him.
He sighed and continued on into the main building, where the lockers were. The hallway was bustling with students fetching their books for first period, making small talk before class, jotting down last-minute quiz notes. Joshua ignored them all. He went straight to his locker and started entering the combination.
56 . . . no, 42 . . . no, 1,263 . . . you can’t even remember your own locker combination? Pathetic.
He banged his fist against the locker and closed his eyes for a moment as he tried to filter out all the excess noise in his brain, tried to concentrate on keeping himself calm and collected. He heard a familiar laugh as someone brushed his shoulder.
Her.
She wasn’t laughing at him—he knew that. Nevertheless, he waited a moment before opening his eyes and looking down the hallway to where she was standing with her friends, not really doing anything. Just standing around coolly and waiting for the bell to ring.
Bitch, he thought, and she turned, right on cue, to give him a “drop dead” look. He was ready for it, though, and turned away, focused his mind elsewhere—denied her influence. Normally he could hold his own, but for some reason today his resolve was just a bit shaky. He mumbled something incoherent and then slammed his head into his locker, making a noise loud enough for half the school to hear.
“Dude,” said a nearby student, a boy. “You okay?”
Joshua didn’t answer. He merely scowled and rubbed his head as he quickly opened his locker, stuffed what he needed into his backpack, and then exited the main building. He stared at the ground the entire time, crossing the quad and entering portable P-5, which was empty, save for the quiet, geeky girl who always sat by herself in the back. His own desk was at the opposite end of the portable, next to one of the windows. He took his seat and let himself sag down, head against the chair back, legs splayed, hands resting on the desktop.
Without much enthusiasm, he waited for the day to begin.
* * *
Aaron wasn’t in the best of moods when his alarm clock went off. The previous day having been spent unloading boxes and arranging furniture, he was more than slightly tempted to sleep in. His parents, however, were adamant that he get signed up for school ASAP—even if it was a Friday.
With a loud yawn, he slipped from his half-assembled bed and went to the window, opening the blinds and peering out into the honeyed morning light. He spotted Nathan, at the head of his front yard, stuffing a handful of envelopes into his mailbox.
Weird old fart, he thought, recalling yesterday’s experience in the greenhouse with a nervous shudder. Guy must get off on playing pranks like that. No wonder he lives alone. He watched as Nathan closed the mailbox, lifted the flag, took one suspicious look about the cul-de-sac, and then retreated into his home.
Aaron showered, dressed himself in jeans and a T-shirt, and met Daniel downstairs. They had a quick breakfast; then it was off to school and work.
Savanna High School consisted of a squat, single-story main building, and several portable classrooms scattered around the sprawling gymnasium. A mixture of gently swaying palms and cypress provided semblance.
Daniel, having phoned the attendance office during the ride over, merely pulled up in front and handed Aaron all the necessary paperwork. Father and son then parted ways, without waving goodbye to one another. Whether or not he was upset with Daniel, he knew it was their way of getting along. His parents had never really babied or pampered him in any traditional sense. They fed and clothed him, yes, and provided a roof over his head, but beyond that he was his own man. Even as a child, he’d quickly gotten used to fighting his own playground battles. To anyone else, the situation was an inferiority complex waiting to happen; to Aaron Capps, it was just the way things were.
He received a few passing glances from other students, most of whom were still in the process of waking up. A couple of girls waiting near the main entrance smiled at him and waved; one of them blew him a kiss and called him “honey.”
He entered the main hallway and was greeted by a cool, air-conditioned breeze. There were rows of lockers on either side, classrooms dispersed throughout. Aaron tried not to look too outlandish as he searched for the attendance office, his sneakers making slight squeaking noises on the linoleum floor.
“Hello, may I help you?”
Aaron turned and found himself in the presence of a plump, middle-aged woman dressed in a flowery frock that looked very much like a giant shower curtain. There were only a handful of other teenagers currently accessing their lockers, but every one of them now looked in his direction, some smirking, some merely curious as to what the Plum Lady had to say this morning.
God, I hate this, Aaron thought. Clearing his throat, he said, “I’m transferring in from Greendale High School, Austin.” He held up his files.
Plum Lady took them, flipped through briefly. She removed a pair of pink sheafs and handed the rest back. Pointing down the hall, she said, “I’ll clock you in. The counseling office is out in the center of the quad.”
“Thanks,” Aaron replied, and followed her directions. He noted, as he exited the building, that she supervised his path from her perch in the middle of the hallway—as if he might start defacing lockers at any moment. It made him wonder if her vigilance was due to his being a newbie, or if all the students at Savanna were genuine misfits.
Outside, he discovered the quad also acted as the school’s makeshift cafeteria. There were a dozen or so wooden picnic tables set out across an uneven patch of concrete that was surrounded by portables. More palm trees were planted throughout, though the amount of shade they actually provided was questionable.
Aaron found the counseling office and entered, presenting himself to the secretary, a fetchingly-cute senior girl wearing what appeared to be her boyfriend’s jersey.
“What’s your name?” she asked with a brilliant smile.
“Aaron Capps. Double-P.”
“I’m Sheryl.”
She held out her hand. When he shook it, he couldn’t help but notice how soft and warm she was, and how the feeling seemed to spread throughout him. He also couldn’t help noticing that her gaze flicked—ever so subtly—down the length of his torso.
She was checking him out.
“Nice to meet you,” he said, feeling the slightest bit uncomfortable. There was a sort of heat building just beneath his skin.
Sheryl continued smiling, held his hand a moment longer before standing. “Go ahead and have a seat, Aaron. I’ll tell Ms. Ryan you’re here.”
Aaron complied, shamefully sneaking a glance at her bottom as she crossed the portable and entered one of two adjacent cubicles. When she was out of sight, the heat dissipated, and he blinked several times, wondering why he’d been thinking so naughtily. A moment later, Sheryl returned, and all the tingly feelings came flooding back. He had to forcibly focus his mind when she told him he could go and see the counselor (who was, thankfully, well into her forties, and thus did not affect his libido).
He sat slightly slumped through the scheduling process, his thoughts divided haphazardly between a mish-mosh of credit requirements and the remembered shape of Sheryl’s butt. It was embarrassing and infuriating, and he had no idea why, at one point, he started sweating. Thankfully, Ms. Ryan didn’t seem to notice. When she was through filling out his schedule, she handed it to him and wished him good luck.
“Thanks,” he said. He slung his backpack over his shoulder and left the cubicle.
Sheryl was still at her desk near the exit. She was filing her nails, but when she saw Aaron coming near, she stopped in mid-stroke and smiled prettily at him—and the heat intensified tenfold.
“Everything go okay?” she asked, tilting her head and letting her hair fall to one side.
Aaron felt the blood rushing to his groin. “Sure . . . couldn’t be better. I guess I’ll see you around, then.”
“Okay.” Sheryl waved with her fingers. “Bye, Aaron Capps.”
It was almost painful to leave the office, though once he stood outside in the open air, his head instantly cleared, and his impending erection subsided.
Dork, dork, dork! he thought, realizing he must have come off as a drooling idiot in front of the first California girl he’d ever met. On any given day, he was calm and collected when it came to girls, even the drop-dead gorgeous ones. Sheryl was the first to have affected him so intensely with the mere touch of a hand.
California girls. He grinned and looked at his schedule, which listed his first class as History, portable P-5, Mr. Brandt. He was only fifteen minutes late when he entered the classroom. The teacher, a tall, gangly gray-haired man in a flannel shirt and jeans, had been standing at the head of the class, dictating out of a textbook. When he spotted Aaron, he turned on his heel, facing him, and flashed a toothy grin.
“Speak of the Nords!” he bellowed in classic Back to the Future Doc Brown fashion. Low laughter rippled throughout the class. “Well, come on in!” He gestured for Aaron to join him beside a narrow, shabby podium, where the roll book was kept. As he entered Aaron’s name, he said, “Now, why don’t you tell the class here a little bit about yourself?”
Aaron felt a slight blush developing, and decided right then and there that Mr. Brandt was an evil gnome wrapped in a mad scientist’s body (what was the teacher fascination with making the new kid do a monologue in front of a class full of strangers?).
“Um,” he said, after a moment’s thought. “My name’s Aaron, I’m from Texas, and I hate cowboy boots.”
The class laughed, which eased the pressure somewhat, despite the odds of his pronounced southern accent being considered a fake.
“Ooh!” Brandt cried, grabbing him by the shoulder. “Listen to that! A new student and a tourist! I think Aaron here needs some special treatment! Should we make him rattle off the American Presidents in chronological order?”
God, no, thought Aaron. Thankfully, there was a mixed reaction from the class, thereby prompting Brandt to forgo an academic hazing. He signed Aaron’s schedule and told him to find an empty seat wherever he liked. As there were only two available—one up front directly facing the teacher’s desk, and the other in the back of the row closest to the window—he chose the one in the back.
Brandt jumped right back into his oratory—something about Nordic history—and gradually the class shifted its attention from the New Kid back to the lesson. After the day’s assignment was given, the teacher handed a history book to the student at the front of the row to pass back to Aaron, who was jotting down notes when the person in front of him tapped his shoulder.
“Hey.”
Aaron looked up—and started, for he hadn’t been paying much attention as he’d made his way to his desk, and as such hadn’t noticed the boy in front of him, a boy whose facial features had been blurred by thick, criss-crossing channels of scarred flesh. His scalp was bare, save for a few discolored-looking patches of hair.
A burn victim.
“Thanks,” Aaron said, noticing (as he took the textbook) the same mottled flesh on the back of the boy’s hands.
“I’m Josh,” the boy whispered. “Don’t mind Brandt. He loves giving the new guys a hard time. He treats the new girls like prospective brides—but it’s all for shits and giggles.”
Aaron forced Josh’s appearance to the back of his mind and grinned. “I’ll bet he knows every President’s name by heart, too.”
“It’s his way. You did well, by the way.”
“Just said what I thought a Texas boy was supposed to say, I guess.”
“When’d you get here?”
“Yesterday morning. Didn’t get to see much because I was helping to move all my family’s stuff into the new house. Tired as hell.”
Josh nodded sympathetically, and conversed with him for a short while longer before Brandt reminded them that they were in class to learn, and not to play twenty questions. Aaron snickered and buried himself in his work, and found it immensely more relaxing to have broken the ice with someone so soon—even if that someone was, well, quite extraordinarily afflicted. It was admirable, though, that Josh, despite his condition, could be so open with others, so sure of himself.
At five minutes before nine, class was dismissed, and everyone eagerly began filing out of the portable. Josh lingered as Aaron put his books into his backpack.
“Hey, do you know anybody around here yet?”
Aaron shrugged. “The attendance lady.”
“She doesn’t count.”
Aaron laughed.
“If you want, I can meet you at lunch and show you around a little bit. Do you play basketball?”
“Sure,” said Aaron.
“Cool. I’ll find you in the quad.”
Dawn was a thin sliver of light seeping through the crack at the bottom of the clubhouse door.
Kyna Miller shifted ever so slightly between the bed sheets, listened intently to the burgeoning sounds of the backyard as she surveyed the scene in her mind: birds chirping, crows calling from perches in cedar and palm; possums foraging through the half-dried undergrowth; neighborhood tomcats scurrying between rusted garbage cans and pockmarked Hefty bags. Farther along, past the vine-covered chain-link fence, noises came from the street. Someone was coughing and spitting phlegm—a hungover carouser stumbling home from a long night of drinking, no doubt.
No noises came from the house.
He must have taken off during the middle of the night.
She threw back the sheets, slid from bed, and stretched in the darkness. Despite having been raised by her mother as an at-home nudist, Kyna was already fully-dressed as she moved to her dresser, where she lit several peppermint-scented pillar candles, illuminating the clubhouse, giving it dimension. There weren’t many amenities. A weight machine towered in one corner, overshadowing her bed and dresser. A full-length mirror sat at the foot of the bed; the whole adjacent wall had been devoted to a large bookshelf crammed with volumes. The floor was bare concrete, the unpolished, cedar walls equally unadorned. Overall, it wasn’t the stereotypical teenage girl’s living space, but then again, there was no need for such excess here. After all, a room was just a room—a place where one took shelter during the night. A home, as most people called it, was merely an artistic extension of oneself, a vain attempt at coping with some other personal shortcoming.
Kyna wasn’t trying to cope. She had a room, and that was all she needed.
She began her usual morning ritual with a twenty-minute warm-up, comprised of light aerobics, and then moved on to the weight machine, working shoulders, arms, chest, and back before laying on the floor and doing a set of abdominal crunches. Lastly, a combination of squat-thrusts and leg-lifts, the finale to a total body workout that left her sweaty and slightly out of breath. Her muscles didn’t complain much, though, for she’d been beginning her days as such for years. Regular discipline had helped temper her body into the highly-responsive machine that it was today.
Determination had done the rest.
She gathered up her clothes for the day and exited her room via the triple-locked clubhouse door. The backyard of her mother’s house was pale, sickly-looking, and unkempt, as usual. Kyna crossed the yard, entered the house through the unlocked kitchen screen door. Inside, the sound of flies buzzing here and there between stacks of food-encrusted dishes and discarded fast food bags permeated a stifling silence. She paused only briefly to get a drink of water, as well as survey the incurable clutter. Evidently the mere fact that the mess was growing into its own realm was not reason enough for Mrs. Miller to consider a cleanup operation.
Onward, into the hallway, towards the bathroom. Kyna stopped halfway down to peer into her mother’s bedroom. Mrs. Miller was there, sprawled naked, lying on her front on the bed, the sheets arranged haphazardly around her ankles, her backside thrust slightly outward as if on display for any old drunkard who happened to pass by. She had a bottle of Jack Daniels clutched in one lanky hand—a consummate lover for a woman who’d lost all interest in fleshed men.
Not so much God’s artistry anymore, Kyna thought, with a trace of bitterness. She watched and listened to the rhythm of her mother’s soft breathing, reminded herself how much weight the woman had lost these past few years. Once, she had been lithe and beautiful, a delicate flower in full bloom. Once, she had lived a life in pursuit of love and happiness: herself, her daughter, and her husband.
“Appreciate the beauty of God’s most wonderful creations,” she had always said, back when they’d still had the Coachman, back when they’d lived a blissfully naïve fantasy life at the naturist village. Alas, it had been many years since that early, innocent rough draft had been discarded, replaced with dull, decaying now.
Move on. Kyna closed the bedroom door, forced herself to move to the end of the hall and into the bathroom, where she locked herself inside. Get clean, do it quickly, don’t linger. She had a system, and had trained herself to soap, shampoo, and rinse every part of her body in just under three minutes. That was largely the reason why she excluded most of the “cutie” grooming behaviors of other girls her age, why she kept her hair short as a boy’s: low maintenance meant less time spent naked and vulnerable in a bathroom with only one lock, in a house as unprotected against him as it was against a nuclear holocaust.
When she was through, she quickly dressed herself while taking a disinterested look at her reflection in the mirror. She saw short blond locks (wet and plastered to her forehead and sides of her face), dark eyelashes, green eyes, pale skin, thin lips. Her neck, very nearly as wide as her jaw, sloped down into her wide, broad shoulders—ample reminder that she could have been born a boy and her appearance wouldn’t have strayed much from what it was now.
She returned to the backyard, locked herself inside the clubhouse, where she finished her grooming tasks. Again, there wasn’t much to do since she never wore makeup. She’d waxed, shaved, and plucked yesterday. As such, she spent only a moment in front of the mirror before fetching her backpack and leaving her humble home for the day.
And so, this girl who lifted weights at six in the morning, this teenage anomaly with the short hair and semi-androgynous features, walked purposefully along the streets of the ghetto as she headed for school. No one bothered her, for she knew that from even a close distance she had the appearance of a dauntless, able-bodied young man. Her masculine stride lacked the wiggle of the hips that most girls had, which might have proved somewhat regretful for anyone else—but not for Kyna, who reminded herself that this wasn’t a part of town for pretty little girls to be bouncing around. Looking tough—being tough—was good. Scare the shit out of all the drunken deadbeats because they thought you were a dyke or a dud.
That was how you did it.
She stopped at a crosswalk at the edge of the block. Here the neighborhood houses and apartment complexes gave way to a strip of meat markets and liquor stores. There were rows of towering palms and patches of wilted shrubs sectioning off the parking lots (and acting as makeshift garbage dumps for empty cigarette cartons and used condoms). A pair of Hispanic men, in their early twenties, shared a smoke under the shelter of a nearby bus terminal. When they saw Kyna, they scowled and gave her dirty looks.
“Madrina,” one of them called.
The other: “Where you titties, girl?”
Kyna glared at him, wondering if this was some distorted method of courtship. “What do you care?”
The man snickered. “I want you tell me why you have such pretty girl face, but you wear boy’s clothes and have boy’s haircut?”
If looks could kill, Kyna’s would have pulverized her mockers right then and there. It was, however, obvious that these two weren’t worth the time or the effort. She turned away as the light changed, crossed the street and took satisfaction in the knowledge that some men would never know more than the palms of their hands when it came to romance.
Like Joshua.
Silly, fucked-up Joshua. She could see him now in her mind’s eye: standing in front of the mirror in his bedroom, trying to mold himself into what he wanted as he got ready for school. As adamant as Kyna was concerning the whole self-image thing—only he had never reached the level of discipline that she had. Standing there in his underwear, clenching his fists, gasping and panting as if having a coronary, he was merely reminding himself of his own shortcomings with every attempt to forget.
Such an absolute dud, she thought, disdainfully—though she took care not to let herself become too overworked. She hated him, sure, but she also felt sorry for him. It was a duality of emotion that oftentimes led her to tears if she wasn’t careful—so she kept herself occupied with a mental image of him during the remainder of her walk.
She tried to be amused by what she saw.
In a combination of bad timing and terrible luck, she entered the main Savanna building shortly after he did, and when she saw him in the locker hall, standing in front of his locker like a Neanderthal trying to decipher computer code, she was unable to resist making a more personal impression. It was instinct, really. She slithered deftly between the other students, laughing as she brushed Joshua’s shoulder, her mere presence sending a massive psychological ripple through him.
Good, she thought, noting that she could have tapped his scrotum with a cattle prod and not gotten a more sufficient reaction. Let him squirm—let him stew in his own juices. I don’t have to go out of my way to avoid him just because of what . . . happened.
Natalie and Anthony waited for her beside their adjoining lockers at the end of the hall. Both were dark-skinned—the former African, the latter Hispanic—and dressed in baggy street clothes.
Natalie tucked a stick of chewing gum into her mouth. “Hi, Kee,” she said, and clasped hands with Kyna.
Anthony merely nodded accordingly and smiled. “You see ol’ Dumbo’s face just now? He looks like a little kid lost in a shopping mall.”
Kyna nodded and, knowing that Joshua was looking in her direction, turned her back to him. “Pathetic that he even bothers to show up here anymore.”
Bitch.
She felt the heat at the back of her neck, felt him staring at her, working at her—actually working at her, as if, by some colossal fluke, she’d chosen today to let down her defenses. She glanced over her shoulder, sent him an ice-cold look that seemed to make him pale several shades despite his perfectly realistic tan.
Piss off, little boy.
Make me.
She faced him full now, took hold of his will, kneaded it like so much dough. Despite what appeared to be a serious attempt at resistance, he ended up turning red in the face and slamming his head into his locker. The sound reverberated throughout the entire hallway.
Pathetic.
She laughed and let him go, watched as nearby students paid him curious glances. There was a certain form of guilty satisfaction involved in seeing him like this, seeing his inadequacy, his mottled skin and bald head—blatant trophies of his own blunders. Of course, to everyone else he was just Josh, with the perfectly even tan and lean beach boy body so many girls found irresistible. He had, at the very least, mastered his own batch of illusions, which allowed him to blend in with everyone else visually (minus all the questions and grimaces from others his grotesque, true appearance would have aroused).
Hide all you want, Kyna thought, behind the cute-boy disguise, but I still know who you really are.
Joshua might have been listening to her thoughts, but if he was, he made no show of it. He merely gathered his things from his locker and walked off toward the exit at the opposite end of the hallway.
Kyna sighed inwardly, relegated herself to her own locker, removing what she needed for her first two classes, inadvertently scolding herself for ever having thought of Joshua Swaney as cute, cute harmless beach boy, a year behind her, with a year’s less experience when it came to girls and relationships and sex. Younger than she, yes, but far less innocent.
* * *
The first half of the day went rather smoothly for Aaron. Most of the students he met were friendly enough and didn’t pry too much into the reasons behind his accent and all the other nuances that marked him as a newcomer.
At noon, when lunchtime arrived, he went first to the attendance office to get himself a locker. Plum Lady was ready for him with a grimace and a pre-recorded sigh of restrained exasperation.
“No drugs are allowed on the premises,” she said, fishing a legal pad from her desk. “That goes for alcohol, too. Prescription medication must first be cleared with the nurse. No weapons are allowed, no switchblades, guns, screwdrivers, battle axes—the board gives surprise inspections throughout the year, so don’t waste your time coming up with new and interesting ways to holster a pocketknife to the elastic of your underwear.”
It was difficult to discern whether she was attempting (unsuccessfully) to be funny or whether she’d actually encountered ax-wielding teenage delinquents (who kept knives stashed in their underwear) during her time at Savanna High. Aaron simply nodded and tried to look as amiable as possible.
“You’ll need to sign here,” she continued, sliding the legal pad toward him. “Keep in mind that you are fully responsible for any damage to the locker. Don’t store any kind of food inside, and please don’t leave your gym clothes inside either. There are separate lockers in the gymnasium for that.”
Aaron signed his name, endured another minute or two of the woman’s compelling oratory, and muttered “thank you” when he was finally handed the combination on a piece of paper.
Naturally, it didn’t work the first time around, and he soon found himself the last student lingering in the main hallway, trying to figure out the jam in his locker while everyone else was out in the quad, eating.
“Stuck, huh?” came a girl’s voice, from over his right shoulder.
He turned and saw Ashley, backpack slung over one shoulder, mesmerizing silver eyes and violet highlights as prolific as ever. He hadn’t heard her approach.
“Hey, Ash,” he said, smiling. “I didn’t know you went to Savanna.”
“Duh,” chuckled Ashley. “How would you know? You’re new here.”
“Well, yeah.” Aaron frowned and looked at his locker. “Um . . . I guess I have to go ask for another combination. This thing isn’t working.”
“Don’t bother. The administration around here is as helpful as a pile of rocks.” She stepped around Aaron, reaching for the locker handle. “Here, let me try. What’s the combination?”
He read it out loud to her, and she twiddled the knob. Without the slightest resistance, the lock clicked and the door opened.
“Nice,” said Aaron. “How’d you do it?”
Ashley shrugged. “You gotta have the knack.”
“Oh, I see.” He piled his books inside.
“So, how has your first day been going? Making any new friends?”
“Yeah, sort of. I think I’ve collected more textbooks than friends, though.”
“Well, here’s one more to add to your list.” Ashley slid her hand, chilled as ice, into his—an unexpectedly bold move, for sure—and motioned for him to follow her toward the exit. “Come on. Let’s get lunch together.”
She led him outside, where it was hot and crowded. They bought sandwiches from one of the numerous food carts dispersed throughout the quad and, at Ashley’s request, ended up heading out to the football field, where they shared a seat at the top of the bleachers—under the torrid noonday sun.
“I like to come up here when I eat,” said Ashley, planting her feet on the seat in front of her and resting her back against the wind guard. “I can see everything.”
“Yeah, it’s nice,” replied Aaron, wiping his brow on his shirtsleeve. Underneath his T-shirt he could feel tiny beads of sweat trickling down his chest. However, Ashley, who was wearing long sleeves and pants, seemed not to have broken a sweat at all.
They ate in silence for the first few minutes, appreciating a bird’s eye view of the field and, farther on, the various portable classrooms arranged around the main building. When Ashley failed to initiate any sort of conversation, he turned to face her and found that she was watching him intently, a slight smile curling the corners of her lips.
“So,” he said, clearing his throat.
Ashley leaned forward suddenly, kissed him on the mouth, tried to separate his lips with her tongue. Despite the fact that she was ice cold, her skin seemed to infuse an odd sort of heat with his own.
He pulled back slightly, caught off guard by her unsolicited advance. He reached up with his hand and felt her chilled saliva on his lips. “What’s going on here?” he began.
“Wanna screw?” she whispered, moving closer and reaching for the zipper of his jeans.
Bewildered, he twitched slightly, grabbed her hands before they invaded sensitive territory. He looked at her, tried to assess the situation. Girls had asked him questions like that before, though they had always been girls he’d known. Friends. Ashley, on the other hand, was hardly even an acquaintance—and already she wanted to screw.
And she was ice cold.
“What’s the matter with you?” he asked, noting that every time he let go of her hands she reached again for his groin.
“You’ve never done it before?”
“We don’t know each other.”
“So? You can learn a lot about someone from the way they make love.”
Aaron laughed incredulously. “Are you for real?”
In answer, she attacked his groin again, this time actually getting his fly down before he jumped up and took several steps backward.
“Stop,” he insisted, readjusting his pants.
Ashley tilted her head slightly to one side, her lips pouting as she got to her feet. “You don’t want to be friends with me?”
“It’s not that . . . I mean, I’m not trying to be mean or anything, but I’m not into the casual sex thing, or whatever it is you Goths like to do.”
“I’m not a Goth.”
“Oh, well, I didn’t mean—”
Ashley suddenly became outraged. She let loose a stifled screech and lunged for him, grabbing a hold of his arm with both hands and sinking her teeth into his flesh.
“Ow!” he cried, and stumbled backward, grabbing her by the hair and shoving her away. “Are you crazy or something?”
“Get away from me!” Ashley shouted, licking his blood from her lips. She stomped with her foot, clenched her fists. “Go away! Now!”
Confused as ever (and quite in pain), Aaron clutched his injured arm and clambered down the bleachers. He half expected Ashley to sprout fangs and come leaping down onto his shoulders like some Hollywood vampire, but she remained where she was as he crossed the football field.
Damn, he thought, realizing he’d left his food behind.
He also realized that he’d completely forgotten about meeting up with Joshua until he spotted him jogging across the quad. As open-minded as Aaron considered himself to be, he was unable to ignore the fact that Joshua’s skin looked ten times worse in bright sunlight than it did indoors.
“Hey. Where’ve you been?” Joshua asked, falling into step.
Aaron groaned, looking down at his arm. Blood was dribbling from two nasty-looking holes just above his wrist. “Some girl, um, bit me.”
Joshua wrinkled up his face. “Dude . . . that’s messed up. You should have the nurse take a look.”
“The thought had crossed my mind.”
“Come on. I’ll take you to her.” Joshua started towards the main building.
Aaron followed. “Sorry about lunch. This girl, she was helping me with my locker, before things turned bad. I just totally forgot.”
“That’s okay. Happens all the time.”
“Cool. I didn’t want you to think I was avoiding you because of your, well, you know. I guess I mean—”
Joshua stopped, halfway up the steps, a strange expression on his face. “What?”
Aaron bit his lip, acutely aware that he’d stuck his foot in his mouth. “Oh, geez—I didn’t mean . . . never mind.” He started up the steps, his wounded arm stinging something fierce.
“Okay,” Joshua said, and resumed his ascent. When he reached the entrance, he held the door open. “Tell you what. The bell’s gonna ring soon, and I just remembered I gotta go and get some notes from a friend before next class. The nurse’s office is down past Attendance, on the right. Maybe we can meet up after school?”
“Sounds good.”
“Cool. I’ll catch you on the front lawn, by the flag pole.”
“Thanks.”
Aaron walked alone down the hallway, his face flushed, his heart hammering in his chest. He hadn’t meant to bring up Joshua’s physical appearance, nor had he intended to miss their lunch date. Such things happened from time to time, but Joshua, with his condition . . . it was likely many of his peers made excuses when they weren’t up to hanging around a burn victim. And now he probably thinks I’m doing the same thing: avoiding him.
As if allowing himself to be groped by an ice-cube-Goth-girl (who enjoyed biting people) was something better to do.
Uncertain as to his destination, Joshua wandered through the quad and mulled over what was quickly becoming a serious mental crisis.
This sucks, he thought, grinding his teeth. This totally sucks.
He didn’t really look at anyone or anything as he moved past tables occupied by chattering teenagers, people enjoying the lunch hour with their friends, eating food, swapping jokes, sharing light-hearted laughter. Meanwhile, here he was, wandering about in utter solitude, hands stuffed in his pants pockets, head drooped forward so that he was constantly looking away from everyone’s faces. Sometimes, on similar occasions, when he had no one to talk to (a daily conundrum, actually), he would pretend to be walking somewhere important, as if he were too busy to hang out during lunch—and every time he would end up in the library, sitting in the corner with a copy of Sports Illustrated.
Today he merely seethed, walking hastily towards nowhere, keeping a red-hot afterimage burning behind his eyelids, the memory of a scene he hadn’t even witnessed—yet it was driving him insane, for once again he’d been cheated out of making a new friend.
Preempted by Ashley. Pale-faced bitch. Aaron probably got a blowjob out of it, though it’s not his fault he’s the new guy, not his fault he can’t so “no” when he’s being tapped by a pro. We’ve all had our time with Ash, haven’t we?
Joshua felt a panic attack coming on. With minutes left before the end of the lunch period, he went into the gymnasium, descended the steps and made his way into the boy’s locker room. There were a few other boys here, nonchalantly standing around in their underwear and having idle conversations about girls and sports. No one paid him any attention as he slipped into the restroom area, where he locked himself in one of the toilet stalls. He held his head in his hands, as if it might pop off and roll away unless he was ultra-careful.
Once again, Just Josh is too little, too late. Never mind that Aaron will never find a better friend in the whole neighborhood . . . but what was I supposed to expect? He’s the new guy. He wants to make friends with the cool kids, girls who have perky little asses and round little breasts. So he drops me like a bad habit, goes after the first chick he can find—nothing wrong with that.
Except that it had been Ash.
Bitter tears, salty and hot, suddenly started trickling from his eyes as he realized that his jealousy was merely a cover for the denial that every time he tried to be normal, every time he tried to make friends, they were snatched away from him by the cool kids.
He should’ve been mine, I should have made him mine, not given him the benefit of the doubt . . . not left him to chance and to Ash and Kyna and all their succubus friends. Should’ve paid more attention, should have played the game, Josh . . .
He cried softly for another minute or so before finding himself in a sort of contemplative calm, an underlying place where the tumultuous storm clouds of his own angst parted to reveal a clear blue sky above.
It’s still only Aaron’s first day. He’s still new, still innocent; they haven’t yet ravaged him like a pack of hungry wolves.
I can still make him mine.
The bell rang. Joshua stood, reached for the door handle to let himself out of the stall. He stifled a yelp when he noticed the skin of his hand and forearm was mottled and craggy.
He’d inadvertently reverted to his natural form, just as he’d done earlier that morning, in his bedroom.
Damn it. Every time I get the least bit upset . . .
Clenching his fists, he concentrated on himself, seeing his own body from a distance, molding the wretched contour of his wounds back into the smooth, young skin of Just Josh. As usual, the pain was overwhelming, and he had to bite down hard to keep himself from crying out loud, lest he attract the attention of the other boys in the locker room. Beads of sweat formed on his brow, trickled down the back of his neck, soaking his shirt. In a moment it was over. He checked himself, felt his face and the top of his head, and decided that he was “real” again. He was, however, not finished.
Reordering his looks once in a day was taxing; twice left him considerably drained and with a feeling of hunger so pronounced he could almost hear his stomach growling. With significant effort, he wiped his brow, re-seated himself on the edge of the toilet seat. There was a switchblade in his pocket; he took it out, made the slightest incision in his left forearm. He lapped up what he could before the stinging got too bad, then used a wad of toilet paper to clean up the rest as he willed his skin to knit itself.
Pathetic, he thought, leaving the stall, making his way back through the locker room, knowing that his face must be flushed and sweaty, obvious, so damned obvious to the other boys what he must have been doing with himself in the restroom.
Screw them all, they’re not me. They don’t know shit about how it all works.
Fortunately, no one seemed to care.
He exited the gymnasium, relinquished himself to sunlight. The tardy bell rang when he was halfway to his next class, but he didn’t care. He was already focusing on what to do about the nagging ache now permeating his every fiber. It was tolerable now, thanks to the toilet stall fake-out, but sure to become unbearable misery by the end of the day if he didn’t replenish himself.
Find a girl, any girl. Preferably one you don’t know—always easier that way.
Failing that, there was always Ash.
* * *
She was crying when Kyna found her. Sitting alone at the top of the bleachers, she looked like an absolute mess: her hair was mussed, her lipstick smeared, and there was blood dribbling down her chin.
“Oh, Ash. What’s the matter?” Kyna asked, sitting beside her and fishing a handkerchief from her pocket. She cleaned up as much of the blood as she could, though some of it had already dried. It was amazing she had been out here this long without attracting anyone’s attention.
“I don’t like this,” Ashley responded, after a moment. She was shaking her head, scrunching up her face as if in pain.
Kyna scooted closer, put her arm around Ashley’s shoulders. “Tell me. Tell me what happened.”
Another moment, mumbling unintelligibly to herself, and then: “This guy named Aaron. I met him yesterday. He’s new here, really hot. I thought I could work him. I was gonna suck him off, but he wouldn’t let me. He got pissed and threw me down. So I had to bite him instead. I didn’t want to, but . . . why’d he turn me down, Kee? What did I do wrong?”
“Throwing the knack’s always hard,” replied Kyna, smoothing Ashley’s hair. “Sometimes it works, and sometimes you just can’t seem to get a single person to even look at you.”
“I hate this, Kee. I get so hungry sometimes. I don’t know what to do anymore . . . I’m not a very good scout.”
“Don’t say that. It’s not your fault—you did your best.”
Ashley wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing her makeup, making her face look worse than it already was. She looked down towards the foot of the bleachers, where Natalie and Anthony, respectfully keeping their distance, had paired up to work on the previous night’s homework.
“Want us to share?” Kyna asked, knowing that there probably wouldn’t be any further opportunities that day for Ashley to satisfy herself. “We can all meet up after school, at my place. We’ll use Ken.”
Ashley erupted into hysterical laughter. “Oh, yes! He’s so easy!”
Kyna patted Ashley on the back and smiled—but not for long, for she caught sight of the school’s security guard, accompanied by the principal, crossing the football field.
Headed in their direction.
“Shit,” Kyna murmured.
Ashley grabbed her by the arm. “Oh, Kee! He told—Aaron told on me! We’re going to get in trouble—”
“No,” said Kyna, “we’re not.”
Mario Castillo was slightly atypical, as far as principals went. A forty-something Puerto Rican whose disarming smile was always ready for any occasion, he approached the teenagers in apparent good cheer. There was, however, a veiled intensity to his gaze that made it clear he wasn’t here to shoot the breeze.
“How are we doing today?” he asked, nodding at Natalie and Anthony.
They, in turn, shrugged indifferently and looked up over their shoulders at Kyna and Ashley.
Mario cleared his throat, focused his gaze on Ashley. “Ms. Zurich, I need to have a word with you.”
At this, Ashley went rigid. Her grip on Kyna’s arm tightened. “Kee . . .”
“Shh. Wait here.”
Kyna descended the bleachers, taking the seats two at a time and alighting on the grass before the adults. Her eyes locked with Mario’s. “Yes, Mr. Castillo?”
“Hello, Kyna,” he replied, matching her stare. “Is there some reason why Ash’s decided not to join us?”
There was a gentle pulling, a slight extension of the aura. Kyna had always suspected Mario of having some notion of the knack—or, at the very least, of having such a charismatic personality as to be unable to ignore his own sway over other people.
As such, she reacted appropriately, extending her own influence, playing the game.
“She’s not feeling well, sir.”
“Well, I really need to talk to her.”
“Not right now.”
“It’s quite important.”
“Oh?”
“Yes.”
“Is she in trouble?”
“That depends.”
“On what?”
“On whether or not she’s done something bad.”
“She hasn’t.”
Mario blinked, as if coming to a sudden realization. He exchanged glances with the security guard, whose expression was equally as dumbfounded. Meanwhile, in the background, Kyna continued working him over, pushing him towards a pre-ordained end result. Not so quickly that he might catch on to what was happening, but gently enough so that he felt confident he was in control of his own decisions.
He decided to let the matter drop. “Okay, then. Just looking out for you guys, that’s all.”
“Thanks, Mr. Castillo.”
Mario nodded and turned to leave. The security guard followed.
When they were both out of sight, Ashley hurried down to join her friends. “They didn’t stand a chance,” she said gleefully. “Good work, Kee.”
Kyna wiped her brow. She was sweating from her exertions. “They’re only duds. Easy as breathing.”
“But,” said Natalie, getting to her feet, “what about this Aaron dude? If he knows about Ashley, he might come back with questions. He might make trouble. He’s not one of us.”
True, thought Kyna. Just because a person has been bitten doesn’t necessarily mean he’s ours yet. Different people reacted in different ways.
She took Ashley by the shoulders, leaned in close so that their foreheads touched. “Let me see.”
Ashley acquiesced, closing her eyes and opening herself. Their auras intermingled briefly as they swapped collected impressions.
Geez, thought Kyna. I didn’t realize just how low your stores were.
There were only a few vibrant impressions left: a lanky, desperate tenth-grade boy, from last week; a grown man, who should have known better, from a few days ago; various sessions of self-mutilation during which Ashley had miserably consumed her own blood so as to trick her brain into thinking she’d actually eaten.
And Aaron. Blond-hair, blue eyes, tall and muscular and superbly proportioned—his essence sent a tingle up Kyna’s spine. She was taken aback by his good looks, certainly, but also by her own reaction to him. She might have developed an instant crush had she not reminded herself that he was a guy, a male, a man. Probably a stereotypical asshole as well. After all, the cuter a guy was, the more ruthless his relationships were.
Don’t beat around the bush.
She absorbed what Ashley had gathered from Aaron’s essence, added it to her own personal store so that when she saw him, she would know who he was, know what he’d done to Ash.
Then she would even the score.
* * *
Fifth period geometry. Aaron entered Ms. Featley’s classroom twenty minutes late and handed her his now-wrinkled schedule and nurse’s pink-slip.
“Ooh,” she said, noticing the bandages on Aaron’s arm. “What’s happened to you, Mr.”—she glanced briefly at the schedule—“Capps?”
Rather than go into an unnecessarily long story about an ice-cube vampire girl who went around offering strangers free sex, Aaron simply shrugged and said, “Had a little accident. Nurse fixed me up, though.”
Ms. Featley shook her head and made a “tsk-tsk” noise as she handed back his paperwork.
The desks were arranged in two long rows on opposite ends of the classroom, leaving the center of the room clear so that the teacher could roam freely during lectures. Aaron found a seat and did his best to go with the flow, as far as the lesson was concerned—though it was a bit difficult because his attention suddenly refused to focus on anything but one of the girls sitting in the opposite row.
She wasn’t what he would typically consider as cute. Her blond hair was short, sort of a bowl-cut, and though her face was pretty, her body was somewhat masculine: broad shoulders, thick neck, narrow hips. She wasn’t manly, but she was certainly harder-looking, much more athletic than most girls. He wondered briefly if she was a lesbian . . . or perhaps an over-achieving gymnast.
He was simultaneously perplexed and entranced by her looks; he couldn’t stop staring. A few times she caught his gaze, and he blushed, looked away, tried to concentrate on his work—only to find himself staring at her again and again. The more he looked, the more he realized it was her face, most of all, that made the biggest impression. Soft, delicate, almost angelic, it was in stark contrast to the rest of her, and perhaps the only potent indication of her femininity.
Amazingly, Aaron found himself broiling, becoming turned on as he surveyed her lower half. There wasn’t too much left to the imagination there, for she wore gray sweats that revealed the impressive contour of her legs and butt. He looked up again—
—and flinched as he caught her looking right at him, smiling at him, ever so slightly.
He looked away, surprised at himself, surprised by his sudden, sloppy boldness. She wants me, he heard himself thinking; it was an utmost certainty that this girl, whom he knew absolutely nothing about, was attracted to him. Ah, but hold on there, big boy. Since when did you go for the tomboy types? Another glance in her direction, followed by another fluttering of his heart. Crazy. Nuts. Just look at her. She must be a dyke, a hardcore feminist or something. Hair’s too short, arms and legs too muscled. Probably go down on her to find a big fat dick.
Still, he was mesmerized, the heat building beneath his skin and turning his thoughts to molasses. It was comparable to what he’d experienced earlier in the counseling office—only this was a magnification, a full-blown maelstrom.
The bell rang, and Aaron (having lost all track of time) was freed from his reverie as the Girl with the Boy’s Haircut promptly rose from her desk and exited the classroom along with everyone else.
It seemed he’d breezed through half the class without even trying.
Fending off a dissatisfied look from Ms. Featley, he hastily gathered up his things and left.
* * *
The fever kicked in during P.E. class, which was (thankfully) the last period of the day. Without shorts and a T-shirt, Aaron ended up sitting out anyway. By the time the dismissal bell rang, he was ablaze, and aching from head to toe. His first instinct was to blame the bite wound, though oddly enough it felt perfectly fine when compared to the rest of him.
Needless to say, he disregarded Joshua’s earlier invitation to meet after school and walked straight home, relegating himself to the fact that he would probably be spending the weekend in bed.
Oh well.
* * *
Belinda Circle.
Kyna made a mental note to herself as she passed by, heading eastward along Lincoln and keeping a view of Aaron in her mind’s eye.
That’s how you do it. Stay with him, coax him through the transition, keep him moving nicely along, until tonight. Should be ready by then. All that energy, fighting the fever, just trying to stay awake . . .
. . . this weekend is going to be an absolute feast.
By the time Aaron arrived at his parents’ house, his fever had quadrupled in intensity. Dragging his feet as he went, he fetched the mail and crossed the blistering concrete driveway—a miniature Sahara at this hour of the afternoon. He let himself in, discarding his backpack beside the front door and peeling off his sweat-soaked T-shirt as he made a beeline for the kitchen. There, he splashed his face with water from the tap and took several large mouthfuls in a vain attempt to cool himself. It didn’t work, however, as the heat continued to build in waves.
He felt like he was burning alive.
“Mom?” he called out, leaning against the counter and closing his eyes. He could feel a deep throb throughout his body. Probably a 24-hour flu, he thought. Or . . . what did they call it? Montezuma’s revenge? Eating and drinking in a new place, with a different set of germs than you’re used to. You get really sick for the first couple of days because your body needs to adjust its immune system.
Julia was nowhere to be found (and Daniel would be at work until five o’clock), but she had left a note on the table indicating her absence.
Running errands.
Aaron sighed and left the kitchen. He went upstairs and planned out a little self-care in his head: Tylenol, shower, bed. In the bathroom he found a box marked “amenities,” which was filled with bottles of vitamin pills, hydrogen peroxide, and mouthwash. He also found boxes of cotton swabs and tubes of toothpaste—but no Tylenol.
Wonderful.
He shoved the box aside, leaned against the sink counter to examine his reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror. His face was flushed bright red, his eyes red-rimmed and bloodshot. He was also sweating profusely. Large droplets trickled down his forehead and along his cheeks
Goddamn, he thought, for the first time becoming just a little frightened. I’m dying or something.
The bite wound. Perhaps it was infected. Fully expecting to see the ravages of some exotic form of bacterial infection puckering his skin, he unwrapped the bandages and examined his arm. However, despite a few unsightly blotches of dried blood, the wound appeared to be healing normally. No swelling, no discoloration, no pus—no loose flaps of skin seceding from his body and forming little miniature bodies of their own. In a sense, this was reassuring, but in another, it left unanswered the basic question rattling around in his mind: What’s wrong with me?
He stripped off his clothes and stepped into the bathtub. He turned on the cold water and let the spray cascade over his smoldering body for a few minutes before he realized it was doing nothing to alleviate the inner furnace threatening to turn him into a human sparkler. His heart hammered in his chest, the blood rushed in his ears—he was starting to get light-headed.
Anxiety attack? he wondered. He’d never had one before, though he’d heard stories of other people stressing themselves out to the point where they became physically ill. Maybe, with the move, all the adjustments of setting up camp in a new city, a new state . . . but no, that’s not me. I don’t flip out like this.
Carelessly trailing water as he went, he left the shower, grabbed a towel from the linen cabinet and wrapped it around himself as he stumbled into the hallway. He paused for a moment to try and discern any sounds from down below.
No one home yet.
The dizziness was getting to him. He barely made it into his bedroom before he collapsed on the floor, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Without enough strength to even lift his arms, he remained where he was as he slowly lost consciousness.
His last coherent thought was whether or not he’d left the shower nozzle on.
* * *
He drifted in and out of sleep for several hours, watching the fading sunlight, projected through his bedroom window, travel across the ceiling. Eventually it was replaced with the sulfuric glow of the outdoor street lamps as evening fell . . . and still the fever raged on.
I wonder if anyone will find me before it’s too late, he wondered, listening to the drumbeat of his heart, feeling skin crawl beneath skin, a second layer of himself writhing and shifting deep down inside. Eventually he found himself laying on his back on his bed, sweat rolling down his neck, pooling in between the ridges of his chest and abdomen.
He tilted his head somewhat to the right, saw the bath towel strewn across the floor—evidence that he’d dragged himself up onto the bed without considering his shame.
Great. If mom and dad find me now, it’ll be with everything hanging out every which way. That’s just great.
Ages and ages passed. No one checked in on him. Gradually, the fever dissipated, and his limbs felt more like arms and legs rather than gelatinous slabs of lifeless matter. Experimentally, he raised his arms, looked at his hands as he flexed his fingers. Mobile again, he sat up to find an insistent erection bobbing between his legs, an indiscriminate hunger buzzing in his blood.
Sick as hell and my dick still manages to find time for that.
A glance at the alarm clock, which read 11:32pm, and he swung his legs over the side of the bed. For the most part, his body was obedient to his commands, though it felt as if he’d been lifting weights for the last eight hours. He was thirsty enough to drink his weight in water; feeling the sweat-soaked bedsheets, it became evident where it had all gone.
He was out of his bedroom, halfway down the darkened hallway when he realized that he was still undressed. Embarrassed at first (what if his parents saw him like this?), he paused only briefly to listen for the telltale noises of light snoring emanating from their bedroom. After that, the new thrill of sneaking around the house in the nude took precedence. He descended into the living room, moved through the semi-darkness without making a sound. In the kitchen, he fetched a glass and filled it with water from the tap. He emptied it in six gulps and replaced it in the drain. Then he made his way back into the living room, enjoying the feel of open air against his backside.
The Girl with the Boy’s Haircut was waiting for him.
At first, he was caught off guard, and immediately tried to cover his groin with his hands—a difficult task, considering the state of his member.
The Girl merely laughed. She sat on an unopened box, near the window, her legs spread apart, her chest thrust outward as she leaned back somewhat, presenting herself to him. Light from the street lamps outside filtered in through a nearby window, casting narrow strips of light across her unclad body.
Aaron was unable to speak. Whether out of prurience or out of a genuine desire to confirm the Girl’s presence, he took a tentative step forward. He wondered how she’d gotten inside, though he couldn’t seem to make his mouth work just yet.
The Girl initiated the conversation:
“Wow. Look at you. Nice birthday suit.”
Again, he was reminded of his aroused state, and he lowered his eyes in shame. When he looked back up he saw the Girl coming towards him; she promptly initiated intimate contact.
“I saw you staring at me in class today,” she said.
She was warm and smooth. Seeing her naked like this, he was convinced immediately that her lean, muscular build had not entirely diluted her feminine allure. He wanted to reach out and touch her thigh, her breast, but instead he cleared his throat, took a step back. “What’s going on? How did you—”
“The front door was unlocked,” she replied, frowning as she stepped in close again. “You’ve got to remember you’re in California now.”
“But how did you know I live here?”
“You ask too many questions.”
Aaron took another step backward and found himself suddenly pressed up against the wall.
“Nowhere to go,” the Girl said, embracing him once more. He could feel her toes brushing over the tops of his feet.
Nowhere to go. “I’m dreaming—this is in my head, right?”
“Could be.”
“But then . . . how . . . why am I dreaming of you?”
“So we can play together.”
“I don’t understand.” Aaron looked away, towards the staircase. “I mean . . . someone’s going to catch us. My parents are upstairs.”
“I told you, it’s a dream . . . but if it were real, wouldn’t you be excited?”
A moment’s thought, a moment’s agonizing. He was unable to pull away. “I don’t know,” he said, squirming. “I don’t know you.”
“Doesn’t matter. This is all in your head—you said so yourself.”
“Oh . . . but we can’t just . . . I mean . . . in my dreams I don’t usually—”
She flicked his member. “You usually don’t what?”
“I don’t . . . I mean . . . you gotta know a person before you just go and . . . and . . .”
“That’s what your mommy and daddy tell you when they’re trying to stuff you full of their morals. But as soon as you’re on your own, it’s your own rules. What matters to you when you’re banging some girl?”
“I don’t bang girls.”
“Right.”
“I don’t.”
“So, what, then? Mutual only? Oral? Tell me a guy with a body like yours doesn’t work out to impress the girls.”
Aaron swallowed, tried to resist giving an answer, tried to ignore the Girl’s insistent kneading, but she was pulling at him with more than her hands now, and his memories spilled over, just a bit—memories of Nikki and himself, alone in her bedroom with the lights down low— “Why’s it so important?”
“Because it is. ‘You can learn a lot about someone from the way they make love.’ Or maybe all it takes is a girl, letting her take you out to the bleachers behind the school and offering you head, but you think you’re too good for her, so you push her aside like a piece of trash.”
An image came sharply into focus in Aaron’s mind, some far-off memory of himself and a pale Goth girl sitting together atop the bleachers at Savanna. “How’d you know about that?”
The Girl smiled coldly. She seemed to have found an answer of some sort. “Shh,” she said with a wicked glint in her eyes as she knelt in front of him, lowered her mouth to—
“Hey!” he protested, grabbing her hair and trying to pull her off. However, his arms became feeble, and his legs began to tremble as his will dissolved into nothing. He could only observe in an odd mixture of fear and ecstasy as the Girl worked at him, gave him that which he wanted most, that which he was too embarrassed to accept willingly. She finished him off in less than a minute, and when it was over, she stood again, studied him intently. She was breathing heavily, as if overwhelmed by her own emotions.
She ran her hands lightly across his chest. You are so fresh. No wonder Ash spotted you.
Aaron’s mind was reeling, but he couldn’t allow the dream to play out without resistance. “You know Ash?” he asked, trying to keep his concentration.
The Girl, now showering his neck and shoulders with kisses, responded mentally: Just finishing what she started.
He wanted to ask her something else, but his mind became entangled again, filled to the brim with the essence of the Girl. He focused instead on returning her embraces, and his hands—unusually skilled in this instance—became bolder, slipping between her legs.
She suddenly sobered and pulled away.
“Why are you stopping?” he asked, perplexed.
There was an odd expression on her face. She looked confused for a moment, wiped her brow with the back of her hand. Aaron got the feeling they were going too fast (too fast, for a dream?). Perhaps he was subconsciously unaccustomed to such strong mental stimuli, and this was his brain’s way of—
No, not that. The Girl took his hand, lead him towards the hallway. Let’s do it someplace else.
Aaron heard her thoughts—a dream within a dream—and he acquiesced, but instead of heading for the staircase (as expected), she went for the front door, opened it and stepped out into the night. He hardly had time to think about what was happening before he was jogging with her, au naturel. He asked her where they were going, but she didn’t answer. She merely moved slightly ahead of him, legs and buttocks flexing impressively in the subtle light, bare feet making light slapping noises against the pavement. She lead him out of the cul-de-sac and east along Lincoln. All the while he was splitting his attention between her amazing form and the well-lit street, which was, thankfully, deserted at this hour. However, that didn’t mean that at any moment they wouldn’t be spotted by late night pedestrians—or worse, by the police.
“Hey,” he called out, reaching for her shoulder as they came upon the parking lot of a 24-hour liquor store. Still, no one else was around, but—
“Here,” the Girl said, stopping abruptly and whirling around to face him. She wrapped her arms around him, pulled him down onto the sidewalk. “Let’s do it here.”
“What?” Aaron was incredulous. “Right here? This is crazy, this is nuts . . .” But there she went again, beginning her repeat performance, desperately groping him in various sensitive places, leading him towards the inevitable. Again, his willpower drained away even as an alarm siren went off in the distant recesses of his mind.
Relax. Just a dream, right?
Yes. Strange, twisted, wickedly exhilarating dream in which some strange girl is worshiping your wang like a Popsicle.
It was too good to be true, though, for as the second culmination of the evening began to build, as he slipped past the point of no return, he noticed the store entrance doors opening, two men exiting, no doubt immediately spotting the Girl and himself in the midst of their lascivious interaction, and oh, shit—
—she bit down hard, causing him to cry out in alarm as blood, warm and thick, spurted against his chest. His vision flashed white, the resulting pain an uncertain bi-product of an erotic dream gone horribly wrong.
That’s for fucking with Ash.
He rolled away, onto his hands and knees, panting, gasping for air—
—he jolted awake to find himself desecrating the sidewalk in front of a 24-hour Easy Mart. He toppled forward onto the asphalt, cupping his hands protectively over his crotch, and immediately realized three things: one, the Girl with the Boy’s Haircut had been the specter of a dream; two, his penis was still intact, with nothing more serious than a few bits of gravel stuck in places he’d rather have kept clean; three, he was the center of attention for a pair of unamused store-owners who were looking down at him with expressions of disgust on their faces.
Damn, he thought. This is bad.
Two blocks southwest of Savanna High was Pacific Grove, an ultra-clean, ultra-snobby planned community that sat in the middle of the time-worn decadence that was Anaheim. Joshua, head drooped, hands stuffed in his pockets, walked quickly past neatly aligned palms and impeccably trimmed hedges, past scooter-wielding children and lawn-tending fathers. No one paid him any attention, nor did anyone seem to notice the unsightly stains on his lips.
Friday, like any other day of the week, usually found him home alone and feeling sorry for himself. However, today had been just a little different, for although he still felt like a wretch (that went without saying), there was one major difference: he wasn’t hungry. Rather, he felt somewhat bloated, and just a little bit sick. Despite the afternoon heat, he shivered, as if chilled by invisible snowfall. He would have donned his sweater, had he not left it lying crumpled on Heather’s living room floor.
Heather, he thought, his gut writhing. That afternoon she’d merely been a nondescript face, just another cute girl he might have passed by without a second glance. He’d been waiting in line at Taco Bell; she’d been ahead of him, standing there with her backpack slung over one bare shoulder, her gym shorts clinging to her butt like Saran Wrap.
Fresh out of P.E. class.
He’d tried not to stare too much, tried to think of other things, his food coming soon . . . stuff yourself, then go home and jerk-off until you pass out . . . but no, look. She’s turning around, smiling at you, asking you if you know what time it is.
It had been so long, he hadn’t been sure if he still had it in him, but the hunger was so fierce, and the fiasco in the boy’s locker room had left him drained, in need of something more than his own essence.
Can’t subsist forever on recycled blood.
So he’d reeled her in, complimenting her eyes, her face, telling her he wasn’t normally this bold with girls, but she was just so pretty. Her boyfriend must be a lucky guy. What? No boyfriend? Aw, couldn’t believe that . . .
In twenty minutes’ time he was walking with her to her parents’ place in Pacific Cove, slipping in through the front door, and, oh! the vibrant memories were coming back in a flood now as he saw himself kissing her, groping her, sprinting towards home plate without even making the effort to find the bedroom. She’d kissed him back, helped him out of his clothes, assuring him that her parents wouldn’t be back until after five, that she’d never done this sort of thing with a boy before, but for some reason, now—God, you’re so cute!
Out of their clothes next, stumbling onto the floor, kissing her on the mouth, tasting her saliva, swallowing as much as possible. Any sort of bodily fluid had a twang to it, especially if it was someone else’s.
So much better than your own. All this time . . . saving your own blood in little vials . . . not enough . . . not enough.
He’d told himself that this was what teenagers did with each other, that sex was just part of growing up—he didn’t have to feel bad about it, as long as he pretended. After the first few tastes, he’d thrown everything he’d had at his victim so that there wasn’t the slightest chance of her pulling back until it was all over. She was oblivious, of course. To her, he was merely inflamed with passion, and so she made no move to stop him. Rather, she encouraged him, begging him, please, please do anything he wanted.
And he had. From kissing and nibbling to biting and tearing, he’d done everything his urges had demanded he do . . . and the blood, the potent rush of warm vitality as it spurted down his throat . . . the sheer ecstasy of it all nearly killed him on the spot.
Funny, Joshua thought, yanking himself back to the present, suddenly feeling his stomach turn. Didn’t think it would be that easy. She hadn’t even realized what was happening until I was halfway to the door, pulling my shirt back on and . . . oh, Jesus. She’s just sitting there like that, shaking and moaning as she looks down at what I’ve done to her, pain slowly sinking in, all this blood just seeping into the carpet, and . . . oh, no.
He stumbled slightly, clutching his midsection as he felt his gut begin to clench up. It was like having eaten a pound of raw meat.
Gonna be sick . . .
He managed to control himself for another block, until he came to Lincoln, at which point he could no longer hold it in and hastily sought out an appropriate spot to empty the contents of his stomach. There was a liquor store across the street; he made a beeline for the rear of the building, where the dumpsters were. Then he vomited, spewing angry jets of vile fluid against the asphalt. Most of it splattered on his pants and sneakers.
No, dipshit! You’re being wasteful! Save some of it!
It was all too much, though. Going for months without tasting anyone but himself, and then suddenly devouring Heather, violating her—raping her. Forcing his will on her, making her do what he wanted (whether she realized it or not), and all the while extracting her essence to satisfy himself.
And now? He was physically satisfied, yes, but he was also more disgusted than ever with himself and with the direction his life had suddenly taken. Never had he filched from someone so violently, so carelessly. He’d stolen from others before, mostly guys, before he’d worked up the courage to go after girls. It was easier that way, to get his fix from semen—easier and less violent (in most cases) than figuring out how to get someone’s blood, easier learning how to play the homosexual game so he could suck off men behind the gay bars, get their seed that way, moving from lap to lap. It was good eating at the cost of his own conscience, his own soul . . . but no, he’d refused to do that anymore, hadn’t he? Abstinence was colossally difficult, but better to be self-sufficient (and miserable) than at the mercy of your own affliction. For a while he’d even thought he’d gotten a handle on it, though over time he’d felt himself stretching thinner, the underlying ache festering into something that could no longer be ignored.
And now it had come to this.
Now, because of him, there was a girl named Heather who would soon be going through the same thing: the fevers, the shakes, the terrible midnight sweats—and that was if she survived the wound, if someone got her to the hospital before she bled to death.
Another life ruined because you don’t give a shit whether or not you pass on your STDs to one person or one hundred people.
In utter misery, Joshua collapsed onto his knees, leaned against the wall for support as his stomach slowly settled itself. Every muscle in his body twitched, both from his release and from the terrible knowledge that he was now a criminal. Heather was a student at Savanna, and had probably spotted him once or twice before (though he didn’t know her personally); there would be very little delay in pointing him out to the police. Once she figured out what had happened, there would be questions about the boy who’d sweet-talked his way into her home and then had his way with her.
Then again, maybe she would be one of the quiet ones, a silent sufferer like himself, one who was too horrified, too revolted by the truth to let anyone know about it. After all, parents, police, doctors, holy men . . . what did they know about the fever? Assuming you brought up the subject, how did you talk about it without sounding like a total nut case? Excuse me, but I have this problem, you see. I once had sex with a girl and she gave me a kind of sickness. No, not an actual STD. More like, well, I’m not a vampire per se, but I do need to feed on human bodily fluids—blood, sweat, saliva, semen—for the aural energy. I have to do it on a regular basis, too, or else I go nuts. I guess you could call it a communicable deficiency of some kind, but I sure as hell can’t find anything about it in any medical encyclopedia. So, do I need a prescription for this, or can I get something over-the-counter?
He eventually slumped into a sitting position, his back against the wall, his legs splayed out. He watched the vomit slowly dry on his shoes as afternoon waned into evening, evening into night. Not once did anyone approach him, ask him if he was okay. No concerned friends, no concerned mother, who might have been wondering about her son’s whereabouts at such a late hour, but whose “let the kid raise himself” mentality prevented any such physical intervention from occurring. As a child the freedom had been intoxicating; now it was more frightening than anything in the whole world.
It was nearly midnight when he finally decided to leave the alley. Wiping half-dried tears from his cheek and getting to his feet, he started towards the front of the store, where streetlights gave acidic form to barren sidewalks, empty streets—and Aaron Capps, kneeling naked in the middle of the parking lot and . . . masturbating?
“What the hell is this?” someone exclaimed.
Joshua had come out from the side of the building closest to the street, and there were a few low-cut hedges between him and the storefront, where a pair of clerks had suddenly emerged. He quickly squatted and scooted in close to the bushes so he could observe the scene incognito.
The man who’d first spoken was now shaking his fist angrily. “Hey, you! What do you think you’re doing?!?”
“That’s nasty,” replied his partner, with a laugh. “I bet his girlfriend hasn’t given him any in months.”
“Shut up and call the cops.”
* * *
Despite the audacity of waking up to find himself fully exposed in public, Aaron discovered that the worst part of the entire evening came afterward, when he was back at home and sitting slumped at one end of his parents’ living room sofa. He was (thankfully!) fully dressed now, and more or less fully recovered from his altered state, though his head still throbbed.
The police had picked him up, listened to his babbled story about how he’d woken and found himself outside the liquor store. He’d also sworn he would never intentionally do such a thing, and that tonight’s incident had been his first experience with sleepwalking; he couldn’t understand how or why he’d walked all the way out there just to, well, do what he did.
They’d tested his blood alcohol level, which had turned up nothing of consequence, and, considering the parking lot had been vacant anyway, had shipped him home with a stern warning and a blanket wrapped around his waist.
Now, alone with his parents (who weren’t all that fresh themselves at half past midnight), and enduring an uncomfortable silence as the Capps family as a whole attempted to make sense of things, he might have just as easily crawled into a hole and died.
“Well,” Julia said after a while, clearing her throat and checking Aaron’s thermometer. “Your temperature’s normal.” She smiled half-heartedly.
Aaron didn’t dare make eye contact, didn’t dare do anything to invite that ominous, unasked question: What has driven you to flaunt your bare bottom around the streets of Anaheim in the middle of the night? Using his dream (the contents of which he’d kept entirely to himself, for obvious reasons) as an excuse was out of the question, so he sat and sulked, awaited whatever punishment was to be dealt.
The trouble was, it was so unlike him to do anything of this sort. As a child, he’d gone through his ornery phases (throwing mud balls at girls, staying up late to watch dirty movies, using Daniel’s power tools without permission), but never had he really gone over the edge. There was no reference point for tonight’s transgression.
“Well,” Julia said again. It was the fourth time that evening she’d started a sentence with the word “well.” She bit her lip, looked at Daniel, who sat across the room atop an unopened box. He shrugged and gave her a your-guess-is-as-good-as-mine look. She faced Aaron again and took hold of his arm. “Doesn’t look infected, but maybe I should run you over to the doctor tomorrow anyhow.”
“I don’t see what good that’ll do,” Aaron said, not wanting to have to tell someone all the gritty details of one, his dream, and two, his encounter with Ashley. To tell another guy that you were bitten by a girl because you wouldn’t let her fuck you—it was embarrassing. “I feel fine. Really, I do. It was probably something I ate.”
Julia looked concerned, but didn’t know what else to say at the moment. She sighed and got up. “Okay, then. Off to bed.”
Aaron complied. As he climbed the stairs, he noticed that Daniel and Julia remained in the living room. Undoubtedly, they were about to have a Private Talk.
When he was upstairs and out of sight (but still within earshot), he paused to listen:
“What do you think?”
“Christ, Julia. I think he’s fine. He’s just . . . sixteen. He’s mad at me for shipping us here so suddenly. You saw how he was during the trip. I don’t think we said a single word to each other the whole time. He’s rebelling—though by now the neighbors must think we’re all a bunch of misfits.”
“It’s not like him, though. You think he’d really do something like this to get attention?’
“When I was sixteen, I did a lot of things that ‘weren’t like me.’ I pulled stunts all the time to get back at my old man.”
“But why wouldn’t he tell us if something was wrong?”
“Come on. How easy was it for you to just walk up to your parents and have a heart to heart? Besides, Aaron’s a self-serve kind of kid. I think he has to work this out on his own before anything else.”
“We just have to make sure he doesn’t become a deviant in the meantime.”
“He’s not going to become a deviant.”
“I was joking, Daniel.”
“I know.”
A moment of silence. Daniel clearing his throat, and then:
“Mark’s offer still stands for tomorrow’s barbecue. I was going to make an excuse, some reason we couldn’t go, but he’s got some kids of his own, and a couple friends have kids close to Aaron’s age. Maybe we should make an appearance.”
“Gee, it’s not like I had any unpacking to do or anything.”
“Christ, I can’t stand the guy either. He’ll probably bring up the fact that we’re his beneficiaries a dozen times before we get to the coleslaw, but, well, in a hundred years, who’s going to care? Besides, we can finish settling in on Sunday.”
“You make it sound about as interesting as a dentist appointment . . .”
Aaron left the hall, retreated to his bedroom, where he closed and locked the door. He sat at the edge of his bed and groaned inwardly, feeling the heat coming off his face in waves. It had nothing to do with fever, though. This was shame, embarrassment, frustration—all rolled into one conglomerate emotion he couldn’t begin to understand. Even in the privacy of his own room he felt as if the eyes of the entire neighborhood were on him, peeking through the window, seeing him shame-faced and bare-assed despite his clothing.
Mom thinks I’m sick, dad thinks I’m being a wise-ass . . . and me? I don’t know what’s going on.
One thing was for sure: he was dreading Monday afternoon, when he would have to sit in the same classroom with the Girl, the inspiration behind his teenage brain’s latest erotic indulgence. Naturally, he wasn’t so naïve as to believe that other people could actually read his mind or seed his dreams. It was just . . . well, it was like the rare occasions when he would be masturbating in the afternoon (instead of doing his homework), and his mother would knock on his door to talk to him about whatever it was she needed to talk about. He would hastily tuck himself back into his pants, wipe as much of the sweat from his forehead and neck as he could before letting her in. She would then proceed to sit on his bed, oblivious to what he’d been doing in that very spot not thirty seconds ago, and talk for what seemed like hours as he stood at the opposite end of the room and fidgeted. She didn’t know (at least, he hoped to God she didn’t), but he did, and it was almost as bad as shamelessly whipping out the goods and doing it right there, in front of her.
Thump.
Aaron looked toward the window.
Thump-thump.
There was a small dark splotch against the glass. Someone was hurling tiny mud cakes, trying to get his attention. He went to the window, slid it open and stuck his head outside. Joshua was there, still dressed in his school clothes and standing in the middle of the driveway. He gazed around himself cautiously and motioned for Aaron to come outside.
As if one aberration for the night wasn’t enough.
Aaron considered merely closing the window and going right to bed, but Josh looked adamant about their meeting now, so he sighed and gestured towards the backyard.
Daniel and Julia didn’t spend much time downstairs. After a few minutes of idle conversation, making the midnight rounds of all the locks and light switches, they turned in for the night—at which point Aaron slipped quietly from his bedroom, down the stairs, through the kitchen, and out into the backyard.
Joshua was waiting there for him, an unearthly specter masked in twisted flesh and smelling faintly of . . . something sweet and sour (vomit, perhaps?). He had his backpack with him, as if he’d decided not to go home after school.
Maybe he didn’t have a home to go to.
Aaron cleared his throat. “Hi, Josh. What’s . . . how’ve you been?”
“Okay,” said Joshua. He seemed preoccupied. “Sorry if I woke you up.”
“It’s okay. I was awake anyway.”
“Yeah . . . I, um, sort of saw what you did out by the liquor store.”
Aaron’s face flared crimson. “Oh, God—”
“I didn’t come over to make fun. I have a question for you, and I want you to answer it honestly.”
No, I’m not an exhibitionist. “Okay.”
Joshua took a deep breath, let it out, and stared Aaron straight in the face. “Can you see me?”
“What?”
“Can you see me?”
“Of course I can. You’re right in front of me.”
Joshua rolled his eyes in exasperation. “No, I mean . . . do I look like any other fifteen-year-old, or is my skin all gross and messed up?”
Aaron grimaced slightly, shrugged. “Um, well, yeah. There’s that.”
“And I looked like this when you first saw me, right? Before you got bitten?”
“Well, um, yeah. Is there some reason why you would have looked different?”
Josh smiled in apparent amusement. “You’re putting me on, aren’t you?”
“What?”
“You’re one of us. One of the afflicted.”
This was getting strange. “What are you talking about?”
“Nothing,” Josh replied, his smile broadening as he folded his arms. “I was just thinking we could help each other out, if you get my drift.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Then we should talk.”
“It’s one in the morning.”
“This will only take a minute.”
With a sigh, Aaron acquiesced—
—and that’s when things got interesting.
The evening shadows had long since claimed the interior of Kyna’s clubhouse when she finally decided she could move freely again. She opened her eyes, uncrossed her legs and wiped the sweat from her face as she slid from her bed and started pacing. She was still fully dressed, having begun her meditation session right after school.
Initially, everything had gone smoothly. She’d lain on her bed, relaxed every muscle from head to toe, remained so perfectly calm and still that eventually she was not aware of her body at all. She’d sent her feelers out across the city, allowed her aura to expand outward along every street, through every alley, between every crack and crevice of suburbia. Floating bodiless above a murky sea of flickering, glowing souls, she could discern the brighter ones from the insubstantial ones. The former often came in pairs: distinctive energy caused by strenuous exercise or lovemaking. The latter were usually the lonely souls, the deeply contemplative or disenfranchised people who merely floated aimlessly on the spiritual sea instead swimming in any given direction.
Aaron’s soul had been a lone point of light, unusually brighter than the others—perhaps because of his fever (a biological stress that drew heavily on one’s essence), or perhaps because there was simply more of him packed into that handsome body of his. She could see why Ashley had fixated on him in the first place; it would have been hard not to.
Herself and Aaron, next. With him in his mind, the two of them together in his parents’ imagined living room, her essence had intertwined with his, and she had worked him over, gotten him all excited, causing the energy to radiate off him in waves. Her intention had been (as it was with all the other duds she’d tapped) to bring him to his most vulnerable point and then feed off that sweet, abundant potency as it came gushing out of him like water from a geyser. It wasn’t so much a sexual thing, though the circumstances had certainly been erotic. She hadn’t meant to become entangled in Aaron’s typically male libido, but it had happened anyway. She’d allowed herself to become impassioned, too entangled in his essence, so much of it, all at once—
—I’d almost gone over the edge.
A pang of anxiety caused her stomach to turn. She slowed her pacing and concentrated.
Something went wrong, but you got a handle on it. Pulled back before it was too late.
Of course, seeing a cute guy without his clothes on (even if by way of the astral plane) provided a basic thrill, but it was something Kyna normally kept in the background, something she enjoyed on the side as she focused her main energies on getting the job done.
I let him get to me, forgot he’s just a guy, a man—a more pleasant means of sustaining yourself, maybe, but that’s all. Don’t forget that this isn’t love, there’s never love. Only you against them. Take what you need, keep yourself alive . . . move on. She almost felt nauseous. Acting like any typical sixteen-year-old girl, screwing guys on a hormonal whim, no thought of the consequences. Maybe he doesn’t care, maybe he’s not clean, maybe he’s just trying to feed off you.
Kyna wasn’t supposed to want guys. Admire the cute ones, yes, perhaps even play with them during sup—but always at a distance, always for a good laugh.
You don’t want Aaron, because wanting a guy means giving yourself to him, and that also means giving him control.
With Joshua she’d made such an error, and it had cost her dearly, convinced her that being paranoid was far better than being victimized. Nevertheless, she was still simultaneously intrigued and repulsed by Aaron. He was the first boy to have invoked such a response from her. Well, the first since Joshua.
Funny. So similar in certain ways, different in others. He’s cute—really cute—and he seems like such a nice guy . . . a guy who treats girls and relationships seriously. Even in his dreams he was thinking about the consequences—but then, he was only worrying about being caught in his parents’ living room. How would he have reacted if I’d come to him alone, somewhere he would have felt confident? Just a dream, yes, but boys tend to translate their dreams both ways when it comes to fantasy and reality.
She shivered again, feeling the pang deep in her gut—something wickedly delicious and frighteningly overwhelming. She gritted her teeth, clamped her hands into fists, refused to light the candles she knew rested upon the dresser. After all, she’d been living alone in the clubhouse, apart from her mother, for years. Such solitude had often provided a sense of safety and protection from all that was wrong with the world. No sense in giving in to every little phobia known to mankind simply because of a small screw-up.
Don’t start acting like a baby. Analyze your mistake, realize you did him all wrong. Too much crazed abandon, not enough reserve . . . but that’s okay. You caught yourself, and now you know better. You’re not that little girl anymore, looking for a guy’s arms to hold you, kiss you, listening for him to tell you he loves you and wants to take you away from everything bad—only to wake up one day and discover he’s been using you all along. You’re smarter than that now, right? Right. Now get your clothes, go and take a shower and wash yourself clean.
She left the clubhouse, performed her usual security ritual of testing the locks and standing for a moment in the open air to listen for noises coming from the house. The kitchen light was on, and through the window (covered partially by a half-drawn curtain) she could see her mother, still wearing her work clothes and compiling her dinner from a bag of frozen green beans and a two-thirds empty bottle of tequila.
No sign of him.
Kyna entered, letting the screen door slide shut with a muffled bang. For a moment she stood at the entrance to the kitchen and watched her mother move back and forth between the sink and stove. The ever-present mess was still there, driving the flies nuts, only now there was the added bonus of Mrs. Miller’s cigarette smoke wafting about, replacing the putrid scent of rotting food with that of smoldering tobacco.
“Hi, mom,” said Kyna after a while.
Mrs. Miller jumped slightly. “Oh, it’s you.”
Kyna moved into the kitchen a bit. She clutched her bundle of clothing tight against her hip. “Just stopping in for a shower.”
“Oh, cool. Hot as shit today. I bought some new soaps at the dollar store. There’s rosemary and tangerine, and something with oatmeal, I think. I have a whole bag under the sink.”
“Cool.” Kyna shifted from one foot to the other. After an uncomfortable moment of not knowing what to say, she started backing out of the room. “I guess I’ll see you later, then.”
Mrs. Miller waved her hand awkwardly and stubbed out her cigarette on the counter top. “Hang on a sec, baby. Let me get a look at you.” She approached Kyna and clasped her shoulders. “Geez, you’re getting so big . . . where’s my little girl gone to?”
Kyna found it hard to smile, for in such close proximity she could smell the liquor on her mother’s breath, could see the little wrinkles and blemishes of her dried-out face.
Christ. A thirty-something shouldn’t look this old. You look like a reptile . . . and you wonder why I try not to come inside the house unless I really need to.
She sighed, reached out and ran her fingers through Mrs. Miller’s stringy locks. “You should take better care of yourself, mom.”
Her mother smiled wistfully, the wrinkles around her eyes becoming crevices. “Oh, baby, I know. One of these days, when I have the time . . . I promise to pamper myself, okay? Besides, I already have the most beautiful daughter in the whole wide world. Hard to compete with that.”
Yeah, right. “Catch you later, mom.”
Kyna turned away, left her mother in the kitchen, left her to her green beans and booze. Down the hall, into the bathroom, and out of her clothes next, biting her lip as she quickly stepped into the tub and turned on the water so that salty tears and frigid tap blended into one.
She sometimes cried like this, and she didn’t know why. After all, it was her mother’s life, her mother’s choice to become what she was. It wasn’t up to Kyna to make her into what she wanted, even though she was oftentimes tempted to do just that, to somehow hone her aural skills so that she could influence the woman’s everyday decisions, keep her on the right path, 24/7.
But in order to do that, you’d have to be . . . God.
Lately even He didn’t seem all that interested in the well-being of the Miller family.
Listen to yourself. Fixating on things you’ll never be able to change. Let it go and move on. You’ve got better things to do than—
She froze suddenly. Mind, body, and soul came to a shuddering halt as she heard a masculine voice—his voice—on the other side of the bathroom door (which she now realized she’d forgotten to lock).
Please, no . . .
His full name was Steven Dedman, though Kyna preferred to call him “Dead Man,” and he was what Mrs. Miller thought of as a husband, even though he only ever came around on weekends, when he was too drunk to want anything but a quick fuck and a good night’s rest. Oftentimes he would leave money—wads of fives, tens, sometimes twenties—scattered about the bed sheets as “a show of appreciation.” He liked his relationships informal.
He also liked Kyna—liked her a lot, and in ways that a grown man should never like a young girl, especially if that girl happened to be his daughter.
She gripped the soap tightly in her hands, watching through the shower curtain as Dead Man came waltzing right into the bathroom. It was obvious that she was in here, yet he entered anyway—trapping her naked and vulnerable.
So damned vulnerable.
He paused for a moment, seeing her clothes on the toilet seat, looking up again, gazing at her as he put two and two together. She could see him through the shower curtain (which was transparent between the floral pattern), could make out the details of his curly hair and rugged face, the ultra-blue denim jacket and jeans that he always wore. She knew that he could see her as well, that he was squinting as hard as he could, trying to make out the details of her body.
That’s right, isn’t it, sweet thing? It’s been years since I’ve seen my little girl. Didn’t have any hair down there then . . . but look at you now. All grown up. Hips a little too boyish, still not much in the way of breasts, but good legs, a good butt—an amazing fuck, I bet.
Kyna remained perfectly still in the shower. At first she tried to convince herself that she was just hearing his thoughts, hearing the random debris that filtered through any asshole male’s head when he saw a naked teenage girl in the shower, but she knew better, and it made her blood run cold despite her best efforts to remain in control of the situation.
Dead Man chuckled out loud and calmly removed her clothes from the toilet seat, placed them atop the counter. Then he lifted the seat, undid the fly of his jeans, and relieved himself. Through the shower curtain, Kyna could make out the shape of his penis, large and ominous as it dangled over the bowl.
Holding it, stroking it like a pet snake.
She dared not close her eyes, yet she refused to let herself see anymore of this grotesque display. She retreated mentally, leaning back against her own will for support, bracing herself for the worst—trying to find the smallest bit of comfort while the water cascaded down her neck and shoulders, thin streams trailing from her nipples, trickling between her legs—seemingly in time with the sound of Dead Man’s urine splashing against the inside of the toilet bowl. Any minute now his hand would reach for the shower curtain, slowly pull it aside to reveal the prize.
She clenched her fists ever tighter, closed her eyes and sent him a silent mental spear: You so much as think about opening that curtain and I swear I’ll beat the living shit out of you.
Another chuckle from Dead Man, an indiscriminate trickling noise as he tapped off the last few drops.
I know you hear me, she sent, dangerously close to succumbing completely to her own fear.
Dead Man never responded, mentally or otherwise. He didn’t need to, for his presence, the knowledge that he was there and obviously in control (she would not get out of the shower until he left), was enough. It was all he needed, to be the only man she dared not confront—at least, not since she was twelve and had learned to either fend for herself or be forever enslaved to those with the willpower to control the ignorant. He’d backed off, once, perhaps acknowledging her burgeoning adulthood—but not accepting it. There was always that back door.
That’s right. And someday, if it suits me, I’ll put out that little bit of extra effort, take a look at what gifts puberty has bestowed upon my little girl.
For a moment Kyna feared this night, of all nights, would be the night. The past few years had merely been a hiatus—his appetite had undoubtedly grown as she had grown, from a girl into a young woman. If he wanted to, he could reap the harvest this very moment and she would be powerless to stop him.
She waited. It seemed like forever before she heard Dead Man zip up his jeans and leave the bathroom without even washing his hands. Afterward she took a deep breath, opened her eyes, and discovered she’d dug her fingers deep into the soap. The entire bar was mush.
See? That’s why you don’t look for love, whether it’s Dead Man, Joshua, Aaron, or any other guy. Never. Ever.
“There are two types of people in the world: duds and initiates. Those aren’t dictionary terms. You have to listen hard enough to know what they mean. Duds are the ordinary, everyday people who don’t know anything about auras and willpower and all that. Initiates are the ones who know how to control their own willpower in such a way that they can extend their auras outward and affect other people. Not exactly like mind control, but close. The initiates control the duds, the rich control the poor, and that’s how society works. Got it?”
“Not really,” Aaron replied with a yawn. He sat cross-legged on the chilled concrete plane that served as the Capps’ backyard, while Joshua (evidently too keyed up, even at this unwieldy hour) paced in front of him. Both boys spoke in subtle tones, though the subject matter of their conversation was anything but subtle. In fact, it was the strangest post-midnight discussion Aaron had ever had. “Look. This is interesting and all, but—”
Joshua waved his hand, sighed. After a moment’s pause he said, “Okay, how about this: You ever wonder why you do certain things when you’re with a friend or a group of friends? Like peer pressure. They tell you to do something, and you know you don’t want to do it, you think they’re nuts and stupid and idiots—but you end up doing it anyway without really knowing why?”
“Okay. Peer pressure.”
“Yeah, but what is peer pressure?”
“You tell me.”
Joshua rolled his eyes. “Okay, let me put it another way. What if somewhere in America there was this crazy little town where the people were really good with the knack of persuasion? I’m talking so good that the initiates—the elites—knew how to control and feed off the duds without them even knowing it?”
Aaron snapped his finger. “Ah. Let me guess: Anaheim.”
“You’re being sarcastic.”
“I’m tired.” And you’re nuts. He moved to get up, but Joshua put a hand on his shoulder.
“All right, then. Let’s talk about you and Ashley.”
Finally, Aaron’s curiosity was piqued. He sat back down. “How did you know—”
“There’s only one bitch in all of Savanna High who goes around biting people in broad daylight. She’s a little far-gone—thinks she’s an initiate, but she’s more of a junkie.”
Aaron raised an eyebrow. “So, then . . . I’m a dud?”
“Not necessarily,” replied Joshua, shaking his head and staring off into the night sky. “Ash bit you. Unless you’ve been tapped before, your blood’s now been affected. It’s sort of like an infection, or an STD, but it’s not anything that any doctor knows about. You get the fever, and after that you’re not really sick; you’re hungry.” He looked at Aaron. “It’s what drives the power struggle. In order to have control over someone, you have to have more willpower, more energy than they do. You could drink buckets full of Ginseng tea, I guess, but if you want a real kick, it’s got to be blood or semen. Sweat works, and saliva, too, but they’re not nearly as potent. That’s why, in case you’re wondering, Ash bit you: she was hungry, and you were full of untainted energy.”
Aaron felt an uncomfortable itch at the back of his neck, and it suddenly struck him that he was attempting to understand the workings of a completely delusional mind. And yet . . .
“Vampires,” he said, rubbing his temples and thinking he should have told Joshua to get lost the moment he’d spotted him outside his bedroom window.
“Not necessarily,” Joshua replied. “I mean, people like us, we don’t sleep in coffins or anything, and we don’t melt in sunlight.”
Aaron shook his head. “Dude . . . you realize how crazy you sound?”
“Yeah, but think about it. The same day you’re bitten, you’re out running around commando style and getting into all kinds of trouble—and I bet you’ve never even thought about jerking off in public before. You can’t understand why the hell you’d do such a thing—yet you did it, and Ash was calling the shots. Am I right?”
True, the day’s events had been atypical, to say the least, but this? An explanation involving initiates, duds, vampires who drank blood and jism in order to beef themselves up? Does he think I’m that gullible? He probably happened to spot me out there tonight—he probably has some kind of fetish where he gets off on hearing about what other guys do with their dicks. And besides, Ash hadn’t been the one in his dream.
He cleared his throat. “I think you’re getting a little too personal.”
Joshua wrung his hands. “You’re missing the point.”
Aaron started getting up again. “Josh, it’s late. I think you should go home.”
As before, Joshua physically restrained him, only this time there was a hint of desperation in his eyes. “Okay, never mind about Ash for now. Let’s talk about you.”
“Josh—”
“You can see me—the real me, and not the illusion I’ve cast. I’m an initiate, and you can see me. No one’s ever told me they can see my real face unless they were also an initiate—it takes skill. That means you’ve got something, whether you know it or not. It also means you’re broadcasting mad kilowatts out across the city for all the ravenous freaks like Ash to pick up on.”
“So?”
“So, you’re fresh meat. They’ll come looking for you—but I can help.”
Aaron shook his head, his expression incredulous. “Are you for real?”
“After what happened in front of the liquor store, why is it so hard for you to believe me?”
“I don’t know. Maybe you and Ashley are in this together. I don’t intend to be the butt of your little practical joke.”
“You think I’m just screwing around?”
“Show me some proof.”
Joshua bit his lip. “Well, it’s not like we’re talking levitation and flashing lights. It’s all willpower, influential thoughts, and stuff like that.”
“Well,” Aaron continued, “then make me do something. Influence me.”
“Okay, but just remember: you asked.”
For a moment Joshua fell silent as he stared Aaron down. He clenched his fists, set his jaw in grim determination, and made a face, as if he were trying to mold the contents of his colon into a collection of clay miniatures. Nothing happened (that Aaron could discern). When his would-be hypnotist started breaking into a sweat, he shook his head and started toward the house.
“Goodnight, Josh.”
“Wait! You can’t go yet.” Josh blocked his path.
“Why not?”
“Because, um, you need me.”
Aaron made a face.
Joshua pushed on, though he was beginning to stammer. “You’re going t-to run into some unsavory characters who’ll t-treat you royally—but all they’re after is your essence. I can t-teach you how to defend yourself in exchange for . . . for your . . .”
“Are you saying you want to suck me off?”
“What I’m saying is, Ash bit you, and pretty soon you’re gonna have the same, uh, needs she does. The same hunger we all have. You’re gonna want to tap into someone in order to get your fill, and you might make some bad decisions. But if we shared with each other, there’d be no risk, no problems trying to find other friends that we can trust in order to get our fix.”
Aaron wasn’t sure if he should scowl or laugh his ass off. Once in his whole life, he’d been hit on by another guy, and that had not been nearly as blatantly imaginative as this. “Look. I’m going to bed. And I’m not gay, by the way. I don’t know what I did to make you think that, but . . .” He paused, unsure of what else to say. Then, “I’m going to bed. Goodnight.”
Making one last attempt, Joshua grabbed his arm for the third time that night. “Please! I’m not making this up. You blow me off and you’ll end up like all the rest, all the other newbies who get sucked into becoming mindless duds, fodder for the initiates. I can help protect you from them.”
Aaron shrugged out of his grasp, pushed him back a few steps. “This isn’t funny anymore. I’m not a fag, okay? Got it?” And I’ll slam your face into the ground if you touch me again.
Joshua immediately sobered and let him pass into the house. When he was closing the kitchen door behind him, he heard:
“Bye, Aaron. I tried.”
Pacific Grove’s community center was located at the southernmost edge of the neighborhood, at the mouth of a rather large stretch of putting greens. Featuring an elaborate lounge room, a pair of tennis courts, and a sprawling swimming pool, it was likely the single most prominent example of the local residents’ financial clout (and subsequent flamboyance).
Consequently, Aaron felt out-of-place from the start. Not only were he and his parents newcomers, but they were also in a social class not quite on par with everyone else, and it was obvious. The men, dressed in khakis and polo shirts, were gathered around a humongous Kenmore; the women, sporting skimpy bathing suits and Ray Ban shades, lounged nearby and sipped iced tea while they giggled and tittered over this and that.
God, Aaron thought, grabbing his swim shorts as he got out of the station wagon. So these are the people dad needs to impress. I almost feel sorry for the guy.
Mark, draped in typical fruit bowl attire (thereby setting him apart from—or perhaps above—the others), welcomed the Capps into the group and introduced everyone. He distributed cans of ice-cold soda from the cooler as Aaron patiently allowed Daniel and Julia to proudly showcase their offspring like a prize trophy.
“Sixteen, you say?” asked Edward, the tallest and slickest of Mark’s male companions. He took a sip from his Mountain Dew and approached Aaron, testing the firmness of the boy’s shoulder with his hand. Then he faced Daniel and grinned. “Jesus, the kid’s pretty bulked up. On the football team?”
“Free weights, sir,” Aaron replied, blushing slightly. “Just like to keep the boys in shape, is all.” He flexed his left arm slightly.
The women cooed; the men chuckled appropriately. Edward took another sip of his drink, gave Aaron one more look-over and nodded. “Well, I can always use a pair of strong arms down at the warehouse, if you’re interested. Naturally, it would be under-the-table pay, but it’d be a little something for you to put in the ol’ Capps College Fund.”
Aaron nodded and shrugged. He noted the controlled look of tolerance on his father’s face. Thinking about how nice it is to have a group of his peers automatically assuming he can’t balance a checkbook without divine intervention. Nice way to start things off.
“Help yourselves to anything,” Mark offered, gesturing at the various ice chests. To Aaron he said, “I’m sure you’ll want to cool off. The kids are all in the pool. The cabana’s unlocked.”
Aaron nodded and left the adult camp, crossed from the neatly-trimmed grass of the park area to the sparkling-clean concrete of the pool deck. There was a slightly uncomfortable moment as he surveyed the water and saw that there were indeed a handful of teenagers (three boys, three girls) splashing and playing in the swimming pool—none of whom he knew.
Several of them called out friendly greetings and splashed jets of water in his direction.
“Geez, you sure you want me to play with y’all?” he asked, forcing a gawky grin to match his exaggerated accent. Might as well get the Texas thing out of the way.
Several of the youths giggled. One, a blond girl wearing a liberal two-piece bikini, called out to him. She swam to the edge, climbed up onto the deck and came to where he was standing.
“It’s me, Sheryl,” she said.
Sheryl. For a moment Aaron’s memory betrayed him.
“From school, silly!” She slapped him gently against the chest and slicked back her wet tresses. “Don’t you remember?”
It took a moment before recognition set in. “Oh, yeah. The counseling office . . . yeah.” Fearing another hormonal outbreak, he blushed ever so slightly.
She smiled and stepped in close for a hug. “Small world, huh?”
“Yeah.” Aaron embraced her briefly, though not without an appreciation of her breasts as they pressed against him (thereby soaking the fabric of his T-shirt). He certainly didn’t mind, for the scent of her banana-coconut sun screen seemed to have an intoxicating effect. A quick glance over her shoulder didn’t reveal any jealous boyfriends supervising the proceedings, but to be on the safe side, he stepped away politely and chuckled, pulling off his shirt (vaguely aware that in doing so, he was actually flirting, though Sheryl, whose eyes darted to his bared chest almost immediately, seemed to relish it). He felt the slightest rush of exhilaration, for his motions had less to do with preparing for a swim and more to do with his sudden desire to impress an exceedingly cute girl. “No sense in keeping this on now,” he said.
Sheryl smiled. She reached towards his belly, traced a line down his abdominals with her finger. She left a tingling sensation wherever she touched him. “Nice.”
Aaron swallowed, for he’d instantly been transported into an entirely different state of mind. It was like being back in the counseling office all over again. He was smitten, enamored, intoxicated—boiling inside his skin. The whole purpose of his being here today had suddenly been narrowed to a single focal point: Sheryl.
“You coming?” she asked, referring to the swimming pool.
Aaron caught something else, and felt a twinge in his groin. “Yeah,” he replied, rolling his tongue in his mouth, which had just gone dry. “I’ll see you in a sec.”
He went into the cabana to change, then joined everyone else in the pool. They had an informal game of water polo going, which lasted the better part of an hour. This gave Aaron the opportunity to assess his make-out options, as he realized, through something of a fevered haze, he’d come to an indirect decision not to leave the community center today without at least a kiss from Sheryl. Though it was not his most common method of courtship, he soon found himself juggling his attention between the game itself and the crack of Sheryl’s butt, which had devoured much of her bikini bottom.
At one point, Charlie (the tallest and scrawniest of the boys) tossed him the ball and said, “You serve.”
Aaron complied and, over the course of the hour, learned everyone’s names. He also learned that Charlie (the only boy cocky enough to have worn a pair of Speedos into the pool) was most likely Sheryl’s current crush. Every so often, he would catch them playfully brushing against each other, exchanging suggestive looks, and so forth. Yet whenever the opportunity presented itself, she teased Aaron as well: twitching her bottom at him when she bounced above the waterline, backing into him whenever they passed close . . . licking her lips and smiling whenever she caught him staring here or there.
The funny thing was, she wasn’t necessarily his type. She was a valley girl: mature for her age, outrageously pretty, with a bright, blemish-free complexion and a 24 Hour Fitness figure—which was good, but not tuned exactly to Aaron’s tastes. For him, it was always some minute feature, some unique and oft-ignored quality about a girl that got his attention. Nikki, with her auburn locks and freckled face, had been a little on the skinny side, but it had been her brilliant cerulean eyes and full, pouting lips that had attracted him in the first place. And, well, she had been good with her tongue . . . wickedly good. Sheryl’s lips were thin, less pronounced, though the ever-present look of mischief gleaming in her eyes hinted that she was more than capable of making up for any shortcomings.
The game ended around two o’clock as Mark, waving a greasy spatula in the air, announced that it was chow time. The youths collected their meals on paper plates and spread their towels out on the concrete so they could sit in a circle (apart from the adults) as they ate. Aaron timed it so that he and Sheryl were sitting together; Charlie, obviously unaware of any amorous intentions towards his girl, sat on the other side of the circle and cracked crude jokes with one of the other boys.
Not particularly hungry, Aaron sipped a Sprite and lounged on his side as Sheryl and one of the other girls asked him questions.
“So,” began Sheryl. “Like, is it all cactus and guys in tight jeans in Texas?”
“Not really. There are a few cowboys, but we’ve got shopping malls and movie theaters and all that.”
“Does everyone have an accent like you?”
“Some people do.”
“How come you moved to Anaheim?”
“My dad’s job. He works for the phone company. His department got transferred or something.”
“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
“Nope.”
“A girlfriend?”
It was Sheryl’s friend who’d asked this question, though Sheryl herself was quite attentive.
Aaron studied his soda can. No, but I wouldn’t mind taking you behind some bushes and introducing you to my— “Used to.”
“Why’d you break up?” asked Sheryl. Her body heat seemed to radiate outward in all directions at once.
“She broke it off. She wanted to date some senior who was on the football team. He had a driver’s license.”
“Sounds like a bitch to me,” interjected Charlie from across the way. Evidently he’d been more attentive than his demeanor had first implied.
Aaron ignored him, continued focusing on Sheryl as he answered. “It was no big deal. There just wasn’t enough to keep us together, I guess.”
Charlie didn’t seem to get the point. “But it’s gotta hurt a little bit, right? I mean to know that she’s probably down there in Texas talking about you, her ex, with this new guy.” He leaned back somewhat, the protrusion of his bony pelvis threatening to pierce both skin and spandex, and snorted. “If my woman ever left me, it’d be by a court order.”
Sheryl reached into her cup and removed an ice cube, which she hurled at him. “Dork!”
If your “woman” leaves you, thought Aaron, it’ll be because she’s sick and tired of being owned by a stick figure.
Charlie got up, walked over to where Sheryl was and pulled her into a standing position so that he could wrap his arms around her waist. Then he shifted so that he was between her and Aaron (who was presented with an uninvited closeup of the boy’s backside).
Aaron turned the other way, nearly gagged at the display. Little conceited twig boy, thinks he’s all high and mighty because he has the hottest chick here . . .
An intensity rose within him, something he hadn’t been fully aware of until the moment he caught sight of a golden wasp, skimming across the concrete at the edge of the pool. He latched onto the insect mentally, following it with his gaze, focusing the heat from behind his eyelids into an invisible tractor beam. He imagined the wasp suddenly becoming enraged, filled with disdain for anorexic, Speedo-wearing asshole boys. Turning about now, flying directly at Charlie, fastening itself on the inside of his pale leg, stinger poised above tender flesh and—
“Ouch!” Charlie cried with a start. He let go of Sheryl and swatted at his thigh with his hand.
Aaron jerked as well, for he’d fallen into something of a haze during the whole ordeal. Now that it was over, he felt as if a cord of some sort had been cut. He blinked, watching the now-dead wasp (which had left a reddening welt on Charlie’s flesh) as it fell to the ground.
“Damn,” groaned Charlie, wincing. “That hurt.”
The others laughed at him, called him a baby; he stuck his tongue out and went for the men’s restroom.
Aaron blinked several times, tried to clear his head as he looked from Charlie to Sheryl, who was watching him very closely now. Like she knows . . . like she’s reading my mind . . . like she can hear me wondering what just happened, if I did it or not.
“We’re going to toss the Frisbee around,” announced one of the girls.
Sheryl declined to participate, and the others dissipated. With Charlie away treating his wound, she and Aaron were left alone together on their towels.
“Good one,” she giggled, tapping her foot against Aaron’s knee. There was a smirk on her face—it had been there throughout the entire ordeal.
“Good . . . what?” asked Aaron, still trying to figure out what had just happened. Surely he didn’t think he had somehow willed the wasp to sting Charlie . . . and yet, there was still the intensity flowing through him, the excited assuredness that was making it increasingly difficult to organize his thoughts.
Sheryl grabbed his hand, pulled him up. “Let’s get lost.”
Out of one reverie and into another, he followed her into the cabana, where she immediately wrapped herself around him and initiated a frenzied make-out session. He acceded without question, planting frantic kisses on her neck, chest, and abdomen. It didn’t matter that at any moment someone might enter the cabana and find them here; he only knew that he was overwhelmed with his own arousal, his own primal need to achieve acceptance, companionship—like in the dream with the Girl with the Boy’s Haircut, only this was no dream. Sheryl was real and living and squirming exquisitely under his touch as he started pulling off the bottom of her bikini. However, he’d only half succeeded when he felt a breeze behind him.
The cabana door swung open.
Sheryl yelped and reeled backwards, covering her breasts and crotch. Aaron stumbled to his feet; as quickly as the fever had engulfed him, it now dissipated as he came face to face with a very pissed-off Charlie.
Uh-oh.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Charlie hollered, lunging forward—though his outrage wasn’t directed at Aaron, whom he merely shoved aside as he grabbed Sheryl and hauled her to her feet. “I told you not to play around with duds like him!”
“I can do whatever I want to, Charlie!”
“Not like this! God, you’re like a nympho or something! I don’t believe you!”
“Screw you! You don’t own me! Let go!”
Sheryl kicked Charlie in the groin and twisted out of his grasp so that she could put her clothes back on. This led to a mild scuffle in which each of the two insisted on the other’s “overreacting.”
Aaron, for his part, could only watch in absolute astonishment as he scooted back towards the opposite end of the cabana. He could hear footsteps approaching from outside—most likely the adults coming to see what the ruckus was about—and he felt his heart leap into his throat, for he knew the day’s outcome would undoubtedly be a repeat of last night.
Wonderful, he thought. In trouble again.
Doing what you don’t want to do; that’s what Saturday afternoon had been about. Unfortunately for Aaron, clarification had come only after the ordeal in the cabana, where Charlie and Sheryl’s heated argument had attracted the attention of every parent within a three-mile radius.
“You seem to have an affinity for being in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Daniel had said during the car ride home—at which point Julia had sighed and donned the role of patient mediator, though she too was undoubtedly concerned about her son’s having been caught with an unclothed girl in the neighbors’ cabana.
“Just drive, honey,” she’d said, gently stroking her husband’s shoulder. “You can talk it over with him at home.”
Daniel had given her a look as if to say, Gee, thanks. Let me do the dirty work.
At home, Aaron had sat on the floor, Sheryl’s feminine scent still on his lips—not unpleasant, but uncomfortably conspicuous. Surely Daniel must have been able to smell it as well; irrefutable evidence to match the crimson blush on his son’s face.
The lecture:
“Look, I know you’re trying to settle in, you’re trying to get a handle on life at sixteen, and suddenly your old man decides to flip you on your ass with the move and all. Now you want to get back at me for moving us out here on a moment’s notice. Fine. I’d probably do the same thing to my dad—but don’t . . . don’t screw up your own life just because of . . . of this.” Daniel had gestured at the bed and boxes. “Or because of me. Don’t let it affect your judgment. The last thing you need is to get someone pregnant on accident, or to pick up a couple of herpes simply because you want to get even with daddy.”
“I’m not trying to get back at you for anything,” Aaron had responded, though any sort of conviction was lost in his own confusion over the matter. Let him spout off. It’ll be over quicker. It’ll give me time to think.
In the shower now, still blushing from the memory, the aftertaste of too much toothpaste and mouthwash burning his tongue, Aaron processed the day’s events, fretted over having made out with a girl he now realized he had no interest in whatsoever.
Not how it was back in the cabana, he thought, recalling the fevered haze that had led him on. A crush from out of nowhere. I was horny, she knew it—and I let her screw around with me.
Granted, girls caught his attention all the time, and often for reasons that had to do with little more than the typical butt-and-breasts paradigm. But there was supposed to be a certain amount of reserve when it came time to decide who to mess around with and who to politely decline. Today he’d gone down on a girl he hadn’t even known, and it frightened him. He’d deviated from the norm. In fact, upon returning home, he’d spent a considerable amount of time (after Daniel’s lecture, and a weekend-long grounding) in the bathroom, hoping that Sheryl had been clean as he scrubbed his face and rinsed his mouth.
I’m not myself, he thought, stepping out of the tub. In front of the mirror, he watched his reflection carefully, treated it like someone else entirely. Not today, not last night with the Girl. Pissing off mom and dad, pissing off myself. Am I really mad enough about the move to do these things as . . . as a protest? Is this who I really am?
“Told you so,” he imagined Joshua saying as he dried himself off. He imagined the mutant boy sitting there in front of him, on the toilet bowl, shaking his head in disdain.
Told me what? he thought. That you were right? I don’t want you to be right, because that means people really are screwing around with me, and my only insight is coming from someone who wants to blow me—holy crap, I’m arguing with myself.
He sighed and left the bathroom, went to his room, where he remained all afternoon. Julia offered him dinner at one point—a turkey sandwich and a glass of iced tea—but he merely nibbled at it. He was too engrossed in his own thoughts, too immersed in an uncertain connection between Joshua and Charlie’s use of the word “dud.” A part of him also insisted on lingering on the wasp incident as well, but he knew it was impossible to have controlled an insect like that.
You’re not a stupid ten-year-old, he reminded himself on more than one occasion. Don’t blame your mistakes on some imaginary super power, like Josh. Fess up and do something to change it.
Without metaphysical excuses, it boiled down to himself, Aaron Capps, a newbie in Anaheim, and a prime target for whatever twisted sense of humor the locals happened to share. He’d not assimilated correctly; his first day at school, his mannerisms—his thick accent—had resulted in his being labeled as a southern-fried Texas yokel, and as much as he abhorred the idea, it made a lot more sense than blood-sucking, jism-slurping vampires molding other peoples’ wills like so much clay. It was something he could deal with.
Still, as the evening mellowed, as he finally went to sleep, only to wake up Sunday morning with the same tightness in his stomach, he realized that nothing made sense, nothing was clicking. Anaheim was a freak dream, and Aaron was the disturbed dreamer.
Throughout the day (spent doing Daniel’s backyard busywork) his irrational fear of Monday morning increased tenfold. He knew, at the very least, that he was up against a California stereotype, which was evidently shared amongst everyone he’d met so far. Even crotchety old Nathan Brown had given him the cold shoulder after their initial meeting, and it all had something to do with . . . something.
In the evening, he still hadn’t come up with an acceptable explanation, nor with a get-popular-quick scheme. He climbed the stairs with a heavy heart as he wished for one small bit of incredible luck: that somehow before 7:00 AM time would come to a complete stop—thereby sparing him from the big bad (and sometimes irresistibly sexy, in the case of Sheryl) world.
* * *
Inevitability prompted gradual acceptance, and Monday morning arrived at the whim of a merciless alarm clock. Aaron rolled out of bed, tried not to become too aware of the fact that he was groggily bathing, brushing, and dressing for the privilege of making zero-period P.E.—which was no fault on his behalf. He enjoyed athletics, though somewhere between Texas and California the credits system became a mishmash of transferred deficits, resulting in his needing to take an extra year of P.E. if he wanted to stay on track throughout the rest of his high school career.
Daniel had offered to drive him this morning, but he decided to forgo the stifling silence of a car ride and walked the half-mile himself.
The zero-period P.E. coach was not the same instructor he’d had for sixth period P.E. Where Ms. Kerr was a laid-back, go-at-your-own-pace overseer of recreational sports, Coach Stieffel was a battle-scarred, time-worn molder of lanky teenage bodies into sleek, highly-efficient sports machines.
“Black cotton shorts, gray T-shirt,” he said upon Aaron’s entering the small office at the rear of the boys’ locker room. He scrutinized an early edition of The Register as he spoke; his rigid muscle structure pressed formidably through his T-shirt. “That’s it. You can pick ’em up at the school store or down at Wal-Mart. There are no sit-outs. Forget your P.E. clothes and you’ll be participating in your undies. Keep in mind that we’re in the pool twice a week. You’ll need swim trunks for that.”
Aaron wasn’t sure if he should say “yes” or “yes, sir,” so he said nothing at all and left the office when it became apparent Stieffel had completed his oratory.
There wasn’t a single familiar face amongst all those who were in attendance. Most were seniors who’d slacked off during their first three years and who were now paying for it with their mornings. Aaron wore the shorts and T-shirt he’d brought with him, took a spot in line as roll was called.
A twenty-minute warm-up, consisting of various stretches, jumping-jacks, sit-ups, and push-ups, was followed by a series of laps around the inside of the gymnasium. Afterward, Aaron found himself standing with a group of boys around the water fountain.
“What do you think of Stieffel?” one of them asked.
“He’s all boot camp,” Aaron replied. “Without the buzz cut.”
The boy laughed, extended his hand. “I’m Cal.”
“Aaron.”
“What school are you from?”
“Greendale, Austin.”
Cal snorted. “Geez. You got double-screwed, huh?”
“What?”
“Switching schools your senior year, having to put up with Mr. Full Metal Jacket and all.” He nodded at Coach Stieffel, who was busy critiquing some girls at the other end of the gym.
Aaron chuckled. “I’m a sophomore, dude.”
Instantly, Cal’s mood changed. He’d obviously been misled by Aaron’s tall stature and muscular build. He was still smiling, but there was now an affrontive element present in his manner. Narrowing his gaze, he exerted a look of such intensity that Aaron was unable to look away. “Hey, check her out.”
Aaron turned slightly, felt Cal’s hands come to rest on his shoulders, guiding. He pointed to a short, black-haired girl standing uncertainly at the edge of Stieffel’s group. She wore thick-framed glasses, had braces, and kept the top half of her face hidden behind heavy bangs. She was homely, and yet Aaron suddenly had an unbelievable affinity for her.
“That’s her,” Cal said, gently kneading Aaron’s shoulders. His voice was smooth as cream. “She’s had her eye on you ever since you came into the gym. Yep. Poor little girl like that, never been kissed, too shy to even think of asking a big stud like you to make all her dreams come true . . . but maybe she doesn’t have to. Maybe you’re such a nice guy that you’ll help her out. Maybe you’ll go right on over there and stick your tongue down her throat and show her that even a wallflower deserves attention.”
Aaron blinked, tried to clear his head, which had suddenly become clouded without warning. Almost like . . . the weekend . . . trying to think about something else, but . . . the girl, beside the swimming pool. Or had she been in the living room with me? Same girl, or someone else? He started walking, trailing half-coherent thoughts as he went. Doesn’t matter. Probably not important anyway. Why didn’t I notice this girl before?
Naturally, she didn’t expect it when he touched her shoulder, pulled her somewhat away from the other girls, and fastened his lips to hers, forcing them apart, forcing his tongue into her mouth with clumsy passion. Her stifled protest melted away in a moment of shared urgency, shared breath and saliva, the taste of her mouth, the smell of shampoo and sweat in her hair and—
An invisible cord snapped.
—oh, crap.
Aaron started, stumbled a bit, becoming aware of what he was doing as if he’d only been watching from the sidelines until now. He pulled back from the girl, a grotesquely thick, sticky thread of saliva connecting their lips.
Laughter and “whoop-whoops” sounded from Cal and the other boys.
“Oh, shit,” Aaron stammered, wiping his mouth and letting go of the girl. “Oh, s-shit . . . I’m s-sorry . . . I’m s-so sorry.” He turned around suddenly, rage and embarrassment peeling off him in waves as he saw Cal bawling hysterically and pointing at him.
That asshole . . . somehow he made me—
“Capps!” barked Stieffel. “In my office, now.”
Braces Girl merely smiled and stared dreamily off into space.
* * *
Though he was certain he was going to have his head handed to him, what transpired in Stieffel’s office was not what Aaron expected.
“I’m assuming you’re not from around here,” the coach began, taking his seat.
Aaron swallowed nervously, aware that the warning bell for first period had just rung. “No, sir. From out of state.”
Stieffel nodded. “I’ll also wager you’re not the class-clown type. You don’t usually go around planting kisses on girls you don’t know.”
“I didn’t mean to. It just sort of . . . happened.”
“A lot of things just sort of happen, but innocence is no excuse. Whether or not you know what you’re doing, my class is still being disrupted in the process, and I won’t stand for it. Now, I’m only telling you this because they don’t hand out street-smarts pamphlets with the school orientation packets, but there’s a certain mind set in Anaheim that tends to make it very hard for those not aware of what’s going on to fit in. Guys like Cal, they like throwing their knack around as often as possible, so I’d suggest you learn, and learn quickly, to control your own actions before you wake up one day and find someone else doing it for you.”
A knack, Aaron thought, recalling what Nathan Brown had said, what Joshua had hinted at in his own enigmatic way.
“Sir,” he said, biting his lip uncertainly. “Is this a joke?”
Stieffel’s expression remained as cold and clear as ever.
Aaron stopped smiling. “Sorry, sir,” he murmured, averting his gaze, though he could still feel the man’s stare as if it were a sizzling tractor beam enveloping his head.
“Raise your right hand,” Stieffel commanded.
Before he even became aware of the motion, Aaron found his right arm suspended in the air.
“Make a fist.”
His muscles tensed, his fingers closed; Aaron’s body performed without his consent.
“That was me,” said Stieffel, leaning forward. “Now it’s your turn. Unclench your fingers and lower your arm, Mr. Capps.”
Aaron attempted to comply, but his arm remained right where it was, muscles straining beneath the skin as he focused all his energy into regaining control. He even tried using his free arm to elicit the desired motion, but there were forces at work he couldn’t begin to comprehend, much less control. After several moments of silent struggling, he gave up, looked at Stieffel again. He could feel a bead of sweat trickling down his cheek.
“Sir,” he began, trembling slightly—at which point Stieffel nodded and let him go. His arm dropped back into his lap like a slab of meat; it took a moment to get back the feeling in his fingers.
Rising from his seat, Stieffel said, “Welcome to Anaheim.” He pointed towards the door. “You’re dismissed.”
Aaron left without saying a word.
The paranoia Aaron acquired in Coach Stieffel’s office stuck with him throughout the day. As such, he steered clear of anyone he knew until after lunch, which he spent alone in a restroom stall. So absorbed was he in his own disarray that he completely forgot about the real reason he’d been dreading school in the first place: the Girl with the Boy’s Haircut.
She caught his attention in Geometry class, when she walked into the room and took her seat just before the tardy bell sounded. Aaron immediately blushed from head to toe and tried to compact himself behind his desk somewhat—as if on this particular day he might have acquired the coveted ability to shape-shift at will. Visions of his Friday night dream flashed through his head, and he felt his masculine reaction swelling against his will.
I’m going to die, he thought, groaning inwardly.
The Girl paid him no mind for the first few minutes of class (during which time Ms. Featley took roll), but he was still paranoid nonetheless—especially after what had happened in Coach Stieffel’s office. Though the calm and collected half of his brain told him that such things were impossible, the more whimsical side of Aaron Capps was considerably worried that an inexplicably attractive lesbian-bodybuilder girl had somehow violated his dreams.
She looked at him—presumably a passing glance—as she nonchalantly surveyed the classroom and waited for the lesson to begin. Her gaze caught his for a moment, and though it was perhaps not as self-confident as it had been on Friday, it was potent nonetheless. He felt something there, even after her eyes had wandered elsewhere. Like maybe she was still watching him via some metaphysical channel.
He scrutinized her throughout roll call, tried to figure out a way to distinguish girl from midnight specter, wondered, even, if he could remember the position of certain moles.
“All right, people,” Ms. Featley began, reclaiming her post at the head of the classroom. “Today we will be doing some group work. I’ll be dividing you up into pairs. When I call out your names, please move your desks together.”
Aaron faced forward, clasped his hands atop his desk and tried to think about baseball.
“Aiken and Pleeth,” Ms. Featley began, walking down the aisle with her clipboard in hand. Even before she got to his section, Aaron already knew who he was going to be paired with. “Delaney and Ramirez . . . Bentley and Kim . . . Miller and Capps.”
Another twitch in his groin, another wave of excruciating heat passing from head to toe as he looked across the room at his newly assigned partner. She glanced only briefly at him, apparently disinterested as she rose to rearrange her desk—though he imagined she might be just as enamored as he and was merely more skilled at hiding it. After all, she’d been giving him such flirtatious looks on Friday; if she had wanted him, if she had decided to invade his dream, she might very well have come out of it with her shame intact.
No, he thought. That’s nonsense, paranoia, child’s play—how could that possibly be? And yet you saw what Stieffel did, you were there when Cal made you kiss that girl. Oh, and Sheryl, in the counseling office, in the cabana, and—look, she’s already moved her desk and you’re still sitting here like a dork.
He joined the Girl at the center of the aisle, tried not to stare too much as he scrutinized her, a mental image of Coach Stieffel wavering in the back of his mind. He recognized her scent immediately: Herbal Essences shampoo, mixed with the faint, sweet mixture of tangerine body spray and (even fainter) sweat. It had been stronger in his dream, for he’d been closer, there hadn’t been clothing to dampen the odors. Nevertheless, this was just as potent. Today she had on black corduroys, and a denim blazer over a snug camisole. A quick, surreptitious look-over (as she turned her head away for a moment) confirmed her lean, hard femininity—semi-evident through her shirt and pants, and undoubtedly more magnificent in reality than in dreams.
He was impressed, enamored—ashamed, for she was so much like a boy, so hard and athletic. She wasn’t his type at all. He should have been repulsed.
Like getting hot for another guy.
He focused his gaze on the desktop, fidgeted as he felt the sweat building in his armpits and between his legs. He wished Ms. Featley would hurry up and hand out the lesson worksheets.
The Girl waited in silence, watching him and ignoring him. He noticed her hands were sturdy, the abductor muscles more developed than most girls’. Her fingernails were trimmed short and were unadorned.
Got to be a dyke, he thought, and found himself studying her face. Delicate, creamy white, almost. The face of an angel—
“What’s with you?” asked the Girl suddenly, eyes on him.
Aaron, having been caught staring, blinked and sucked in a gulp of air, for (he now realized) he’d been holding his breath. He started to apologize, but instead, miscalculating the amount of pressure needed to work his tongue, merely made a muffled choking sound. After a moment’s wrestling with his own tonsils, he managed to get out, “Allergies.”
She looked amused. “What?”
He swallowed hard. “Allergies,” he repeated, though in his whole life he’d never so much as looked up the definition of “histamine.” “They, er, sometimes act up.”
“Oh.” An indifferent shrug. “That sucks.”
“Yeah.”
A moment of silence passed between them. Aaron found he couldn’t look away, even when she did. While all around him other students were chatting softly about this and that, he found himself floating between two worlds, as if he and the Girl were separated from reality by a thin, invisible membrane. He studied the sleek line of her jaw, the evident veins of her neck . . . the slight movement as she nibbled her lower lip, reminding him of his dream, her tongue teasing his—
“Kyna,” said Ms. Featley, who’d now come to stand beside Aaron’s desk. He coughed slightly, sat up straight as she handed him a worksheet. “You can get Aaron up to speed on the chapter, can’t you?”
“Sure,” replied the Girl, combining her nonchalant shrug and polite smile into one suave movement.
“Excellent.” Ms. Featley patted Aaron’s shoulder. “If you have any questions, come up to my desk.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He placed his worksheet in front of him and pretended to read the instructions at the top while he continued to sneak clandestine glances at his partner. Kyna. So that’s her name. Kyna Miller. “So . . .” he began.
“So.”
“Where do you want to start?”
“Um . . . how about . . . where are you from?”
He laughed. “No, I meant the homework.”
Kyna snickered. “I know.”
“Oh.”
Aaron felt himself blush, a reaction which only seemed to feed Kyna’s confidence. She leaned back slightly in her seat, her smile broadening. So calm and collected she was. Almost cocky, but timid as well. Trying to be real friendly to someone she doesn’t know, someone new . . . or maybe she just doesn’t make friends very often with guys. Not her thing. Maybe I’m just boring her when she could be spending the rest of the class thinking of her girlfriend.
At the very least, though, he decided she wasn’t a mind reader, and certainly not a nighttime succubus. She was too ordinary, too much of a fragile girl wrapped in a street punk’s body. Minus the athleticism, she was very pretty, and she was watching him now, waiting for his answer.
“Austin,” he said, relaxing just a little.
She started writing something on her worksheet. “I figured. Never saw you before Friday. Kind of a funny time to move out of state.”
“Yeah,” said Aaron, nodding. “My dad’s not very good in that respect.”
“Heh.”
They worked in silence for a while. Then, quite abruptly, Kyna said:
“Must have been hard on your girlfriend.”
“I don’t know about that,” Aaron said, shrugging. “We broke up just before I left. Kinda been dragging things out. I mean, we’d been seeing each other for almost a year and we’d never slept together . . .” He trailed off, realizing he’d just blurted out a bit of personal information he’d much rather have kept private.
Kyna looked away, pursing her lips and apparently fighting back a giggle. “Okay, Aaron.”
He coughed, smiled uncomfortably. “Geez, I don’t know why I said that.”
“Guess you’re just trying to be friendly.”
“Yeah.” God, my skin is constricting, I feel like I’m going to explode. “So . . . how about you?”
“What about me?”
“You have a boyfriend?”
“None of your business.”
Woops. “Well, um . . . you into sports?”
A look of slight irritation—as if to say, “never been asked that before”—crossed Kyna’s face. “Not really, no.”
“Oh. Weight-lifting, then?”
“No.”
Aaron bit his lip, restrained the words that were teetering on the edge of his tongue: But I’ve seen you, in my dream. You’ve got a body like an Olympian. You don’t just get all trim and buff doing nothing. It was infuriating: he was trying to get to know someone he already knew . . . sort of.
She didn’t pursue any further conversation (though she continued to sneak quick glances at him every so often, when she thought he wasn’t looking), so he took the hint and focused on the assignment for the remainder of the hour.
When it came time for everyone to move their desks back and turn in their worksheets, he found himself and his partner were the only two who remained sitting while everyone else milled about near the classroom entrance as they waited for the bell to ring. This seclusion prompted Kyna to fidget somewhat, for it seemed she didn’t have anywhere else to look—so she looked at him, smiled, looked away, looked back at him again until at last he rose from his desk, slung his backpack over his shoulder, and walked over to her. The whole time his heart was racing madly, as if this was their last class together ever, as if (when the bell rang) she might walk out of his life before he got a chance to figure out why in the world he wanted to get to know her in the first place.
Having spontaneously lost sixteen years of accumulated social skills, he said, “Geometry sucks, huh?”
Kyna (whose plain expression made it difficult to discern whether or not she appreciated his presence) sighed, rose from her desk, donned her backpack, and said, “I work out sometimes.” She faced away from him, apparently watching the clock on the wall, and perhaps regretting the fact that her response hadn’t been any better than his Geometry comment.
However, it was at this moment that a sort of pressure was relieved, and Aaron’s head cleared enough for him to realize that for the majority of the class he hadn’t entirely been himself. He blinked, shook his head slightly, as if coming awake from a trance. Just like P.E. all over, like at the pool with Sheryl . . . like in my dream. He looked at Kyna,whose attention was still on the clock. Has she been . . . influencing me? This whole time, without me knowing? But no, she didn’t seem like that at all. She wasn’t brash or overbearing, like Cal; nor was she cunning, like Sheryl. And she bore absolutely no resemblance to Coach Stieffel (besides, on a much smaller scale, the brawny frame). Still, if this sort of thing was really going on, if people had some sort of knack, maybe someone experienced at the game could get her way by playing innocent until at last her victim played out his usefulness—
He clutched his head, moaning softly as he was hit by a mental wind of ridiculous fantasy land possibilities.
Kyna took notice and faced him. “What’s wrong?” she asked.
They were still standing far enough away from the core group of students that he was able to speak in subtle tones without fear of being overheard. “Ugh. It’s nothing. Just . . .”
“What?” Kyna repeated, stepping a little closer.
Aaron grimaced, spread his hands and rolled his eyes. “Ever since I got here—and I know this is going to sound dorky—I’ve had this feeling that everyone in Anaheim is playing some kind of joke on me.”
“Oh?”
“I mean, not everyone, but, well, I was in P.E. this morning and this guy, uh, he made me do something I didn’t want to do. Like mind-control or something. And he’s not the only one. Other people have done the same thing.” For example, this really cute girl almost made me bone her at my parents’ friends’ pool party. You did it to me, too, in a dream. Before you sucked me off. “It’s like the whole neighborhood is, well, I dunno. It’s crazy. Never mind. Forget I said it.”
Kyna smiled. She was rubbing one of her backpack straps with her thumb. “Anybody can take a few classes in hypnosis. You probably just met the wrong people at the wrong time. Anaheim’s like any city: you have all kinds of shit.”
“Everyone keeps mentioning they have this . . . knack.”
“And you think because you’re the new kid they’re all somehow ganging up on you?”
Aaron squirmed. She’d hit the nail on the head—but hearing his conclusion summarized so succinctly only made him feel more constricted.
Thankfully, before he could answer, the bell rang, and everyone began filing out of the room. Aaron took up the rear, following Kyna out into the hallway, where she waved goodbye and started to her next class.
“Nice talking to you,” Aaron said, waving back.
She started to turn away, but then stopped, faced him again and smiled. Her cheeks were slightly flushed. “I’m seeing somebody.”
Aaron blinked, not comprehending.
“You asked before if I had a boyfriend.”
“Oh, yeah.”
He blushed as she turned away, started walking down the hallway.
* * *
Kyna repeated a collection of swear words in her head as she left Aaron in the hallway, made her way hastily through the flow of students and towards the ladies’ room. Along the way, she happened to spot Joshua (looking like an animal on the run, as usual) approaching from the opposite direction. She felt him tremble mentally when he saw her, and he navigated towards the edge of the corridor.
She intercepted him immediately, fists clenched, teeth grinding in her mouth. He stopped, stumbled slightly, looked at her with an expression of fear and surprise.
Kee, what’s the matter? she heard him think.
With a muffled swear, she raised her fist, swung across Joshua’s chest—not actually hitting him, but coming close enough to make him flinch—and slammed her knuckles into the locker beside him. The noise filled the hallway and, for a moment, caught the attention of those within close range. Some stared, others pointed, but no one stopped to investigate any further. In a moment the incident was long ago and far away.
She left Joshua trembling and gawking like a dullard and continued on down the hall, to the restroom, where she locked herself inside a stall. It was here that she let everything go—just for a moment. An instant, a brief period of time during which she relaxed her hold on everything she’d been moderating in her life. Beneath the fabric of her shirt and jacket, she felt her skin writhe, memories of nearly-forgotten scars resurfacing, manifesting themselves physically as the body of a young girl used and abused. Now, when she looked down at herself, she saw that familiar body—grown up now, sixteen years old now, still lean and hard, but showing more wear and tear than anyone should ever see in their teens.
Bungling everything, she thought, recalling her work on Aaron in Geometry class. A lack of effort is more like it. Just as tongue-twisted as he’d been—acting like any little teenage girl. Supposed to be better than that, stronger. How many times have I had this discussion with myself?
She was supposed to have played it cool, work his essence slowly and gradually, prepare him in a gentle, unnoticeable fashion so that by the time he was completely hers he would not have noticed a thing (nor would he have cared). Instead she’d become instantly infatuated with him, his essence, his body. It was so easy to imagine him naked, recall how he’d writhed so beautifully, exploded so exuberantly as she’d gulped him down in his dream—
—stop it.
She inhaled deeply, clamped down with her control once more and brought her daydream to an end. Think of Josh, sitting in a bathroom stall and pathetically digesting himself. Wanna turn out like him? Of course not. There’s a reason he’s stuck in your head—so you know what not to do. No, a little at a time is how you do it. One sip at a time. Strictly objective. Be patient until his blood is changed, until he comes around.
The only problem was, in order to do that, she needed to be close to Aaron, to learn more about him, how his mind worked, how his essence flowed, and if she was going to melt like so much butter every time she went near him . . .
But, then, maybe I don’t have to do it that way. Maybe . . . maybe sorry ol’ Joshua hasn’t completely outlived his usefulness.
The warning bell sounded, echoing throughout the empty restroom. Suffused by a new sort of serenity, Kyna exited the stall and headed for her next class.
* * *
Oblivious to the emotional battle being waged by Kyna in the girls’ restroom, Aaron opened his locker and stuffed his backpack inside (sixth period P.E. not requiring much in the way of textbooks). It was at that very moment that Joshua, seemingly conjured from out of thin air, decided to make an unexpected appearance.
“Hey,” he greeted with a feeble wave.
Aaron closed his locker and eyed Joshua suspiciously. “Hey.”
“You got a minute?”
“Well, actually—”
“I just wanted to apologize for the other night. I was a little, um, out of it.”
“Oh, yeah. That’s okay.” Aaron paused, suppressing the urge to ask for the truth—it would make him seem too naïve, and his curiosity would be too much of an excuse for Joshua to latch onto him. “Look, I have to get to my next class.”
“Can we talk some more after school, then? We can meet out in front, by the flag pole. Just give me a few minutes, that’s all.”
“I start work after school. I can’t. I’m sorry.” Aaron forced himself to turn away, but Joshua grabbed his arm. The boy’s expression had become ashen.
“I saw you talking to Kyna,” he said. “She’s reeling you in, and you don’t even know it. She was the one in your dream, I bet. She’s probably already tapped you, hasn’t she? What did she do? Did she suck you off? Did she fuck you?”
Aaron wrenched himself from Joshua’s grip and pushed him back. Hard. So hard, in fact, that he stumbled and fell onto the floor in the middle of the hallway.
Never mind the truth—not from him.
He said, “Josh, you’re nuts! That’s what you said about Ash, but you know what? I think you’re just as bad as everyone else. You’re not here to help me, you’re just making an even bigger mess of things. So just leave me alone, got it?” He left, then, exited the main building and headed for the gymnasium.
He spent P.E. class shooting hoops and participating in various meaningless idle conversations. When the end-of-day bell rang, he showered and changed, headed back into the main building to collect his homework materials. By the time he reached his locker, the hallway was virtually deserted. He started piling books into his backpack, but paused when he noticed a white piece of note paper resting on the uppermost shelf. Curious, he took the paper in his hands, unfolded it. It was a sketch—a really good one—of Kyna and himself, naked and embracing, Kyna’s hands groping his exaggerated erection.
It was a third-person view of Friday night’s wet dream.
He swallowed, suddenly chilled. He looked up and down the hall, back at the sketch. At the bottom of the page a brief message had been scrawled: “See you tonight. Bring your banana-sized boner.”
Josh, he thought immediately, recalling the boy’s earlier statement concerning his aroused state during the liquor store incident. Somehow he knows. Somehow he was inside my head that night, with Kyna—or else it was all him, messing with my dreams because he’s a fag or just plain crazy.
Aaron closed his locker, crumpled up the sketch and stuffed it into his pocket. Part of him actually considered seeking out Joshua, demanding answers, though the fact of the matter was he didn’t know if what the boy had in mind would help clarify anything either way.
He started down the hall, stopping and looking vigilantly over his shoulder several times, thinking he heard muffled voices from somewhere nearby, but convincing himself it was only his imagination.
* * *
Joshua laughed inwardly when three o’clock rolled around and the last class of the day ended.
No appearances by Heather or the police, no Principal calling me into his office, not even the slightest day-after story told by acquaintances, wondering where Heather is, wondering if it’s true, has she really been raped?
Smiling to himself, he entered the main building with the satisfaction of knowing he’d made it safely through the school day (or rather, through most of the school day, for he’d purposely avoided Mr. Brandt’s class for obvious reasons) unscathed and unnoticed. Practice made perfect, and he’d been practicing the art of invisibility for a very long time. It was by no means a physical thing, but rather a non-obvious way of carrying himself, his presence.
He walked slowly down the empty hall, so immersed in his own thoughts that he didn’t notice Kyna’s trio standing beside his locker until it was too late.
“Hello, Joshua,” said Kyna, stepping towards him and smiling in her self-assured, unnerving way. Anthony and Natalie quickly moved behind him, able to intercept him, should he try to run.
He lowered his gaze. “Hello, Kyna.”
“Let’s talk.”
Her arm linked around his, and she led him to the end of the hallway, where the maintenance cubby was. There was a private spot, occupied only by an empty water bucket and a mop, underneath the staircase. Once out of sight, Kyna pushed him against the wall and leaned in close, her arms closing him in, her knee pressed delicately into his groin. She snatched up his gaze and pulled at his essence, as if he were a dog on a leash and she the heartless master.
“W-what do you w-want?” he croaked.
“It’s been so long since we last talked to each other.”
“N-no shit.”
“I thought we could help each other out.”
“Yeah?”
She nudged his groin—not painfully just yet, but enough to let him know he was to behave, or else. “I want you to tap Aaron for me.”
Joshua swallowed, tried to look away, but found he was paralyzed. Kyna had such a strong grip on his soul that he feared his very existence might rip in half if he moved or jerked his body in any way.
“Come on,” she continued, bringing her face close to his. Her breath filled his nostrils. “I know you like sucking guys off. Hard not to when you’ve been doing it for so long. That’s why you want to be friends with Aaron, right? Devour every last drop of him until you’re so full you’ll never have to eat again for months . . . maybe even years.” With one hand she began kneading the back of his neck, with the other she interlaced her fingers with his. Then she leaned in and kissed him. Her tongue slipped into his mouth; his free hand instinctively went to her bottom, where he squeezed lightly.
God . . . I’ve been wanting to do this for so long . . . been so long, forever since I had a girl. Oh, Kee . . .
“I remember, too,” Kyna whispered, ending the kiss. “Being with each other, sharing everything with each other.”
Joshua found he was nearly panting, licking his lips for any traces of her saliva, any droplet of her essence.
Her grip on his neck intensified as she leaned even closer against him. “We can do it again. We can share with each other. You can tap Aaron for me. You’ll share his essence with me, and I’ll share with you.”
She leaned in once more, tried to kiss him again, but he suddenly squirmed within her grasp. He raised his hand, put his palm against her lips, pushed her face away in a last-ditch effort. “No.”
“No,” Kyna echoed, her smile vanishing instantly.
Joshua rose to his full height, wiping his lips. “No. He’s none of your business. Get lost.” Surprised at the forcefulness of his own voice, he tried to step forward, but Kyna wouldn’t budge. Likewise, her companions remained on either side of him, blocking all avenues of escape.
Kyna’s thoughts rang out in his mind; her expression was no longer affectionate. Do you know how hard this is? She started massaging between his legs. Do you know how hard it is for me to be this close to you? I make you an offer and you act like you’re too good for me? She unzipped his fly, reached inside. If we don’t eat, we starve, Joshua. You want it—bad. You want me almost as badly as you want Aaron. You wish so much you could undress me right here and do anything you’ve ever wanted with me. Mount me, bend me over, surrender yourself between my legs. And after, when we’re lying together, just like we used to, a simple prick of my finger and you can taste me. It’s all you’ve ever wanted.
The erotica was more than Joshua could resist, and he found himself nodding. “Yes . . . oh, God, Kyna . . . please. I’m so sorry. Yes.” He was whimpering, an emaciated victim, a starving slave.
“You’ll do anything I say?”
A gasp, a nod in response.
“Good, because if you stray even the slightest bit . . .” She sent him a mental image, a scene perfectly superimposed over reality except that in this pseudo-instance Kyna wasn’t masturbating him—she was dismembering him, twisting him painfully in her hands, dissecting penis from pubis in horrendous slow motion.
Joshua grunted ferally. “No . . . no, I’ll follow. Please . . . anything you want . . . I’ll do it.”
The smile finally returned to Kyna’s face. She banished the pain and resumed her manipulations, monitored the straining of his muscles until he tensed at the crucial moment, at which point she ducked between his legs and finished him off.
He stifled a yelp of simultaneous pleasure and disgust, suddenly becoming himself again, blinking in the indirect light and cursing out loud as Kyna at last let go of him, stood up and shamelessly wiped her mouth on the back of her hand.
“Go home,” she instructed, “and stay in your room. Wait for me to come get you. Don’t leave for any reason until I come get you.”
She turned away and left him there, sweaty and exhausted, leaning hunched against the wall as he felt the buzz in his veins—Kyna’s revitalized influence over him. Slowly, carefully, he reached down and pulled his pants up, tucked himself back inside and readjusted the waist. Then he quietly made his way back out into the hallway, taking his steps one at a time as he found the restroom and cleaned himself off.
He cried angry tears all the way.
“Keeping busy means keeping out of trouble.”
Such had been a handy saying of Daniel’s throughout much of Aaron’s childhood. If ever he’d misbehaved in any way, he’d quickly been assigned a small list of unimaginative chores designed to keep him occupied until bedtime. Now, the strategy was more or less the same, albeit without the typical parent-child lecture. It was just merely decided that he was old enough to start earning his keep, and so that was what he did on Monday afternoon, after school.
Just out of the shower, he sat on the curb at the edge of his parents’ driveway and endured the afternoon sun as he waited for his ride. The sweat was beginning to bead on his forehead when a beat-up old Volkswagen turned into the cul-de-sac and came to a shuddering halt in front of him.
Behind the wheel was a red-headed, acne-afflicted twenty-something whose ebony-framed glasses were thick enough to serve as flying goggles. Flicking out the remains of a wilted cigarette, he stuck his head out the window and said, “Hey, are you Daniel’s kid?”
Aaron nodded, getting up. “Yeah. I’m Aaron.”
“Cool. I’m Jack. Call me Jacko. Get in. You’re riding with me.”
Aaron climbed into the passenger seat and shook hands with Jack as he fumbled with the seatbelt. They pulled out onto Lincoln and, between the more relevant parts of a Sevendust album, which blasted unscrupulously from a ratty portable CD player hookup, exchanged random bits of commentary throughout the ride:
“It’s a home and garden outlet.”
“Huh?”
“The warehouse job. Grunt work, mostly. Hope you don’t mind sweatin’ bullets.”
Aaron shrugged. “Oh. Naw.”
“So, you’re from Texas, I hear?”
“Yeah.”
“How’s the Triple-P out there?”
“The what?”
“The Triple-P: pinball, pizza, poontang.”
“Um . . . not bad, I guess.” Aaron laughed, though on the inside he was cringing as he added Jack’s twisted persona to the growing list in the back of his mind. It seemed there weren’t any average people in Anaheim; you were either blunt and outspoken—or you were Joshua. That, and an unprecedented number of people seemed obsessed with sex talk, as if being sixteen years old warranted an automatic invitation to discuss all those things your acquaintances just knew were bouncing around inside your stereotypically horny adolescent brain.
(He cleared his throat, extinguishing a brief mental image of Kyna’s bare butt.)
“‘Not bad,’” Jack repeated, grinning deviously as he interpreted the convex visuals being filtered through his goggles. “That’s one of the benefits of living around here: the people aren’t much on socialism or intelligence, and the pizza sucks ass, but God almighty, the pussy is the best in the world. You mind if I smoke?”
“Go ahead.”
“Cool.” Jack lit up. He held out a half-empty carton of GPCs. “You smoke?”
“No.”
“All right, then. So . . . how’d you get hassled into working for ol’ Eddie?”
Aaron shrugged. “My parents are sort of friends of a friend. We met at a barbecue and he offered me a job. It was an easy way to ‘keep me out of trouble,’ I guess.”
“Shit,” Jack scoffed. “Bet you can’t wait to move out, huh? What are you, eighteen? Nineteen?”
“Sixteen.”
“Yeah . . . you look older than that, but your parents only see the kid inside. They still treat you like you’re ten.”
“Sometimes.”
“I was the exact opposite. I still looked like a sixth grader when I was sixteen. Double screwed there. My parents treated me like a helpless infant, wouldn’t let me go to parties with my friends until I was almost old enough to move out. Girls . . . well, at first no girls wanted to get with me because they thought I was too small. Too much like making it with a little kid.” He faced Aaron and winked. “But I knew how to use my tongue.”
Nice, thought Aaron, facing out the window so as to hide what had turned into a nuclear blush. Turning the conversation right back around to sex like that. How original. Another mental image of Kyna solidified in his mind’s eye. This time she was playing with herself.
Jack seemed to sense his sudden discomfort and snorted. “Oh, come on. Don’t go all Kindergarten on me. I bet a guy like you has no trouble getting pussy, right?”
His blush intensified as an expectant hush filled the car. When Jack didn’t say anything, he shot him a look as if to say, “Are you asking for details?”
Chuckling, Jack focused on the road once again. “Jesus, man. Was just shootin’ the shit. Sorry for the assumption.”
“No, it’s okay,” Aaron said, forcing a smile. “I’m just . . . well, you know. The whole ‘a gentleman never tells’ kind of thing.”
“I gotcha.”
They talked about sports for the rest of the drive.
* * *
“Jack will show you the ropes,” Edward said, splitting his attention (somewhat unevenly) between having a conversation with Aaron and taking a call on his cell phone. He walked with his arm around the boy’s shoulders during the entire warehouse tour.
Like I’m his son or something, thought Aaron. Or else he’s just letting me know he’s doing me—and dad, in turn—a favor by letting me work here.
Edward continued: “We clock out at nine-thirty. I’ll arrange it so that someone can give you a ride home. Most likely Jack or myself. What’s that, Sharon? Yes, let’s set that up for Friday. Oh, and Aaron: Come into my office on Fridays to collect your pay.”
With that he left Aaron to catch the rhythm of things on his own.
“He’s not much on speeches,” Jack chuckled, “but the basic rule around here is, if it can be stacked, stack it.”
The rest of the afternoon and early evening had Aaron hauling, stacking, pulling and pushing various items ranging from ceramic planters to forty-pound bags of lawn fertilizer. There weren’t many other grunts around either, so for the most part it was Jack and himself, working in silent coordination. The most intellectually stimulating aspect of the job was learning to use the pricing gun.
Quitting time didn’t come soon enough. When it did, Aaron was sweaty, tired, and more than ready to call it an evening.
Since Jack apparently had a “hot date” that he didn’t want to be late for, Edward was bestowed with the duty of chauffeuring Aaron home—an experience which was tantamount to riding public transit. Along the way they stopped in at a Circle K for a pair of Cokes, which held the two of them over for the remainder of the drive—and which reminded Aaron of that age-old truth: drinks were refreshing, and served as good excuses for not having to talk to one’s companion.
For Aaron, it was about halfway through his soda that he realized he was being uncommonly detached. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was an invisible wall of sorts between himself and Edward, a reason he knew he would never get to know the man properly. Oh, they spoke to each other, talked about this and that, but only in the form of brief, meaningless remarks made between long sips.
The Capps’ driveway was vacant when they pulled up, which meant Daniel wasn’t off work yet.
“Thanks for the ride,” Aaron said, unbuckling his seatbelt and moving to exit the vehicle.
Edward cleared his throat—a deep, guttural noise that made him pause. He faced the man and saw that he was smiling strangely. “No problem. Let me walk you in.”
A warmth came over him, the hairs on the back of his neck went straight; somewhere deep down inside his gut something tightened—but he wasn’t directly aware of any of it as he shrugged and nodded. “Okay, thanks.”
Julia must have heard them come up, for she opened the front door and stood on the stoop as they crossed the driveway, Edward with his arm once again around Aaron’s shoulders.
“There’s my worker bee,” Julia said, folding her arms and smiling affectionately. “I hope he wasn’t too much of a handful?”
“Not at all,” replied Edward. He shifted slightly, and Aaron felt him roughly massaging his shoulders. “The kid’s a good, diligent worker. Only wish the rest of the guys were as useful.”
Julia chuckled. Edward released him then, and he stepped aside a bit, his head suddenly clearing, his mind emerging from an unobserved reverie. He blinked, watched as Julia, gazing and smiling at Edward, seemed to completely disregard his presence—and there was an overwhelming feeling that suddenly both adults wanted to be alone. Or rather, it seemed that Edward wanted to be left alone—
—with my mom.
“Dinner’s on the table,” Julia said, offhandedly motioning for Aaron to go into the house. “Drinks in the fridge.”
He blinked, bit his lip as the moment seemed to fold in on itself. He looked back and forth between his mother and Edward, found he was being ignored on both fronts.
“Mom?”
“Start without me. I’ll be in soon . . . just going to see Edward out.”
“Um . . . okay.” A pause. The blood rushed in Aaron’s ears, accompanied by a sort of buzzing at the back of his head. He left the adults alone together and entered the house, crossed the living room. In the kitchen he found chicken sandwiches and potato salad spread out on the table. He took one of the sandwiches, breaking off small pieces with his fingers and placing them into his mouth—but he was not actually eating, for his attention was acutely focused on what was happening out on the front step. From where he stood, he could see across the living room and through the door frame at the other end. Edward and his mother were now holding hands, talking in hushed tones, probably thinking he couldn’t overhear what was being said . . . but he could.
“Is Daniel working late tonight?”
“Yes. Still some . . . settling in to do with the new computer systems, I think.”
“Ah. Been there. Could take weeks before the left hand knows what the right is doing. Listen, if you ever need anything . . . I know it’s hard having to run the homestead when he’s not here. If you ever just want to go out sometime, maybe to dinner, or on a scenic drive along the beach . . . just let me know. You haven’t seen a real sunset until you’ve witnessed it out over the Pacific at dusk.”
Aaron swallowed a piece of bread, watched incredulously as Edward hit on his mother, bewitched her with an unseen ether more potent than any love potion—and now he was smiling, leaning in close, head tilted slightly so their lips could meet—
“Mom,” Aaron said suddenly, clearing his throat and taking an uneven step forward. Part of his sandwich fell onto the floor, discarded, forgotten—a minor detail left to an alternate reality thwarted by his intervention.
Mom.
Julia blinked, slowly turned and faced him, her expression confused, as if she were coming awake from a light sleep.
Behind her Edward was scowling. Fuck off, kid. This isn’t a threesome.
He swallowed hard, his blood turning cold. He’d heard Edward’s voice inside his head the same as if he’d heard it through a pair of headphones. Clearer, even. Deeper. More . . . inside his head than his own thoughts.
Regardless, he took another handful of steps forward into the living room because he didn’t know what else to do. He certainly couldn’t stand idly by and let his mother be taken in by a sweet-talking snake.
“Um . . . mom? Where’s the iced tea mix?” he continued, his gaze remaining locked with Edward’s in what was rapidly becoming a subconscious battle of wills—while all along Julia remained in limbo somewhere between infinity and sobriety. “Mom?”
For a moment it looked like Edward might leap out of his skin, become a bloodthirsty demon bent on ripping him to shreds with razor-sharp teeth—but then he suddenly smiled, stepped back a bit from the door frame. “Well. I should get going. You two have a wonderful evening, okay?” He turned away, receded into the night.
Julia blinked, apparently herself again. Aaron remained right where he was, muscles tensed, ears straining figuratively, like a faithful dog who wasn’t satisfied until the intruding presence was out of sight and out of mind. Only when the sound of Edward’s car had faded out of earshot did he allow his own breathing to return to normal.
Holy crap, he thought. Josh—twisted, messed up Josh—wasn’t lying. Duds and initiates . . . mom and Edward.
“You okay, mom?” he asked after a while.
Stepping into the hallway and closing the door, Julia flashed a smile and brushed back a lock of stray hair from her forehead. “Of course, honey.”
“But Edward, he—”
“He was just saying goodnight.”
“But he . . . he was . . .”
“What?” She came up to him, put her hands on his shoulders. “What is it, honey?”
Aaron suppressed a frustrated outburst and bit his lip. “Nothing.” You’re just totally spacing out on me. He wanted to grab her by the shoulders, rustle her and say, “Can’t you see what just happened? He was hitting on you! How could you not see that?”
She shrugged and let him go, walked back into the kitchen. He followed her, scrutinizing the back of her head as she poured herself some water from a pitcher in the fridge. He sat at the table and watched her as if he were a young toddler recording his mother’s kitchen routine for the first time.
Was I like this when Cal was working me over? he wondered.
After a moment, Julia sat down across from him and, between semi-casual sips from her glass, began picking at a small bowl of grapes resting beside the salad. “Made any friends at school yet?” she asked quietly.
“Yeah. A couple,” he replied.
“That’s good.”
“My P.E. coach is on crack.”
“Oh?”
“Real hardcore. Makes us swim in our underwear.”
“Come now. He does not.”
“I’ll let you know in a week if it’s true or not. How’s the job hunt?”
Julia’s hand twitched ever so slightly as she popped a grape into her mouth. “I’ll probably do the secretary thing for a while. At least until I can find something at one of the universities. Or maybe at a junior college.”
Aaron nodded. The smell of his own sweat (accumulated throughout the day) was beginning to overpower his deodorant. He rose from the table and headed for the bathroom. At the foot of the staircase he stopped, turned halfway around, and said, “You should, um, be careful around guys like Edward.”
Julia remained sitting at the table. “Oh? Why’s that?”
He shrugged, started up the stairs. “Dunno. Just a feeling, I guess. Goodnight.”
A cool breeze brushed Aaron’s cheek as a loved one might, and he came awake.
“What?” he mumbled, sitting upright and rubbing his eyes. At first he thought it was his mother, but it very quickly became obvious that it was someone else—Kyna, in fact.
She stood near the open bedroom window, arms relaxed at her sides, feet planted firmly on the floor. As in his previous dream, she was naked, and he once again found himself entranced by her chiseled physical features, though for some reason an odd detail caught his attention: the toes of her right foot. They were curled, tapping the wood floor beam. It was almost as if she was nervous—
“Kyna?” he mumbled, sitting up straighter, trying to get a hold of the scene before he missed any critical details.
She didn’t answer. Instead, she stepped forward and climbed onto the bed, pulled back the sheets, ran her hands lightly over his legs.
He flinched and tried to move away. “Kyna, this isn’t a dream.” Somehow she removed his boxers without him knowing; she tossed them onto the floor, then knelt between his legs and took him in her hands. “I know it’s not a dream. I know you’re real—Kyna . . . tell me.”
She remained wordless, a governing force in his fantasy seduction, though he sensed she was perhaps not as self-assured as before. Her hands quivered ever so slightly, her eyes focusing more on the various aspects of his bed rather than the intimate details of his face. This went on for an indeterminate amount of time, until his body had reacted sufficiently. Then, calmly, quietly, she moved above and mounted him—and this caught him quite off guard, for despite his earlier protest, he was apt to believe he was still having a dream—or perhaps a hallucination—of some sort. That meant his mind was presumably still supplying imagery based on his own memories and experiences (if that was how dreams worked, anyway).
Yet I’m getting laid, he thought.
He’d never gotten past the oral stage with Nikki. He knew what she felt and tasted like, and his mind had often furnished him with nocturnal replays of such activities, but he’d never actually “done the deed.” Any attempts by his brain to piece together the details of intercourse were always incomplete, speculation in the form of oddly infuriating wet dreams—dreams which allowed him access to all areas of a girl’s body with his mouth and hands. However, when it came time to attempt third base, there was always a resistance, an inability to achieve proper penetration, or a failure, even, to find the right spot.
It wasn’t like that now. Kyna straddled him, took all of him inside in one swift movement. Almost immediately he found himself over the edge, and he gasped vainly. Still, no words from his partner. Only silent, guiding movements—barely mimicking passion—to alleviate his embarrassment at coming so quickly.
When it was past, she settled beside him so she could caress his shoulders, kiss his neck. A part of him wanted to sit up, to confront her, but there was a haze of utter contentment surrounding him—like those first few moments of certain mornings when he would wake up feeling so absolutely relaxed and peaceful, unconcerned that his alarm clock was about to go off in a matter of seconds.
More time passed. The dream played on like a reel of film continuing long past the end of the movie. Certain frames seemed to skip and jump. He turned to kiss Kyna, but she moved away from him suddenly, got out of bed. He watched her from behind, watched as she moved about the room. She was looking for something, going through his things. She opened the door to the closet, shoulders flexing as she stretched to reach the top shelf. He was studying the contour of her calves when she turned around, approached the bed again. She was holding something: his old pocketknife—an item he’d acquired from a friend in the sixth grade. He’d never used it for anything more than self-pride, but here came Kyna, crawling onto the bed again, kneeling beside him, holding her arm out over his head, the edge of the blade poised against the smooth white skin of her wrist.
“Open your mouth,” she said softly—her first words of the evening.
He tensed. Surely she didn’t mean—
“Open your mouth, Aaron. Now.”
He shuddered. The hairs on the back of his neck bristled. He tried to protest verbally, but his jaw wasn’t working right, his vocal cords were all knotted. Too much air was escaping his lips before he could form the right words. He could only scream inside his head as he felt her essence take over his muscles. He felt his head tilting back, his mouth opening; he watched in revulsion as, with pouting lips, she slashed her wrist in one quick movement. A stream of blood, warm and coppery, trickled down into his mouth, the droplets rolling over his tongue, down his throat.
“Drink, Aaron,” she told him. “I know you’ve probably already felt the hunger, and you didn’t know why. The fever’s only the first part. I’m . . . I’m sorry it has to be this way, but you have to swallow. You need to drink. It’s okay. Swallow.”
She was crying now, her tears trickling down onto his face, onto his lips. He didn’t understand why, if it made her so sad, she was doing what she was doing, but he obliged anyway, stopped trying to constrict the muscles of his throat. When he’d had enough (presumably by Kyna’s calculations), she lowered her arm and leaned in close so she could kiss him on the mouth. His heart melted and he was sated, comforted—
—he jolted upright in bed, arms and legs spasming as if his soul had suddenly been catapulted back into his slumbering body without warning. He was, however, fully aware and able to ascertain the state of his bedroom without having to come fully awake first. Naturally, he was alone; Kyna’s visit had been a dream—and yet it had been so much more.
He slid out of bed, went to the window, which was open a crack (as he’d left it). He slid it open all the way and peered out into the darkened driveway, which was still and motionless. Once again he was reminded that, due to the sheer drop beneath his window, there was no way Kyna could have climbed in.
He closed the window and walked over to his bed, where he studied the rumpled sheets. There were no stains, nor could he taste any sort of metallic residue in his mouth. The only evidence of what had happened was the stain on his undergarments.
He’d come in his underwear.
Ugh, he thought. As bad as pissing myself.
He cleaned up. Then, for nearly half an hour, he puttered about and pondered the pros and cons of going back to sleep versus attempting to stay awake the entire night—so as to dissuade any macho-girl succubi from having their way with him while he slept.
Eventually it came down to his actually standing before his bed and shifting from foot to foot as he bit his nails in anguish. To be afraid of going to sleep. This is messed up. Maybe at school they can screw with me, but not here. This is my home, damn it.
The alarm clock read three fifteen.
Somehow, just before dawn, he managed to slip beneath the sheets, which he pulled up to his chin as he stared unblinking at the ceiling.
He could hear his parents snoring peacefully in the other room.
Tuesday afternoon: Kyna walked into class ten minutes early and wordlessly settled herself in her seat. Ms. Featley, sitting at her own desk and grading a stack of papers, regarded her only briefly before returning to her work.
That’s right, thought Kyna. It’s only Quiet Kyna. Just ignore me like you do every other societal blemish.
On any other day she might have found amusement in throwing her knack a bit, maybe making the teacher drop her pen repeatedly, or making her incapable of effectively holding a fork (and thereby rendering the remainder of her lunch inaccessible). However, today was different. It was one of those days where she just wasn’t herself despite the fact that she’d fed last night—God, had she fed!—and awakened in the morning feeling more than satisfied. Too satisfied, perhaps.
A part of her had already decided early on that she’d blundered throughout the proceedings, allowed too much of herself free reign in the dream. That had led to a mental argument that had stayed with her all through the day. Now, in an attempt to keep herself from exploding in frustration, she occupied as much of her mind as possible so that her thoughts would not wander back to memories of Aaron’s bedroom.
Don’t need to go nuts in public, have everyone looking at me and asking dumb questions.
She pulled out her sketchbook, found an empty page and began sketching out an imaginary scene in which Aaron, nude and aroused, was reclining against a spread of velvet cushioning.
Look at yourself, she thought as she shaded in his eyes. Obsessing over a guy. And don’t try to justify it by saying you’re just getting to know him so you can tap him more effectively. You’re hot for him. You know you are. Just look at how you’re hurrying over his picture, trying to sketch in the basics so you can start on his dick . . . spend an hour sketching in the details just right, just like you did with all the other sketches.
Eventually the warning bell rang, and one by one students began filing into the classroom. Their chattering and giggling was auxiliary to her drawing; so engrossed was she in her creation that she didn’t even hear Ms. Featley beginning roll call.
Why shouldn’t I gain something out of it? I’m a victim like everyone else, trying to make do with what I’ve got. Why does a painter paint? Because he wants to set a moment in time. Why shouldn’t I be able to do that? Just the slightest bit of pleasure in surviving. Besides, what does it mean to like a boy? Hormonal response. Like all that shit we learned in sex-ed class. Our bodies making sure we want to keep having babies so the human race doesn’t fizzle out and die. Or in this case, it’s whatever’s coursing through my veins that wants to make sure I don’t let it die—
“Does he know you draw naked pictures of him?”
Kyna twitched, found that she was being observed by the girl sitting behind her. She turned slightly and scowled. “What the hell?”
The girl (whose name she’d never cared to acquire) receded somewhat, exchanged glances between the sketchpad and Aaron, who’d recently taken his seat across the way. “Geez. I was just asking.”
“Well, don’t,” said Kyna, gazing full force at the girl, pushing everything else out of her train of sight. “Just mind your own damn business and forget all about this, okay?”
“Oh,” breathed the girl, blinking, disconcerted. “I just thought I saw . . . saw . . . hmm.” She giggled stupidly. “You know, I can’t remember what I was talking about! How silly of me.” She leaned away, returned her attention to whatever it was she’d been doing before butting in.
Kyna faced forward again, tried in vain to enjoy the simple satisfaction of throwing her knack. She replaced her sketchpad in her backpack and glanced across the room. Aaron was seated at his desk, and she was surprised to see that he was apparently scrutinizing her, though she couldn’t be certain whether or not it had anything to do with last night’s tryst.
Probably has everything to do with last night, she thought, taking notice of the slightly darkened spots under his eyes. No doubt he’d awakened after their dream and inspected every inch of his bedroom in an attempt to find evidence of her visit. Turning up empty handed, he’d then been unable to sleep again for fear of falling into another erotic trance. Fucked up, the way guys are always begging for sex, but when something like this happens, they don’t want anything to do with it. And now he’s looking at me and trying to think of a way to let me know that he knows. She smiled, unable to help herself. Cute—no, pathetic. Forget him and his pretty-boy facade. Just play with him. Try and get some enjoyment out of it.
* * *
Aaron pressed his knuckles against his chin and wished dearly that time did not have to go so horrendously slow. All day long he’d been debating what method would be most effective in confronting Kyna, but here he was sitting in class with her and feeling about as confrontational as a jar of pickled eggs. Indeed, the more he stared at her, the more her exotic looks served to captivate and confuse him. Not to mention her frequent, playful glances in his direction. It was physically constricting.
Smiling at me with that sly look on her face, he thought. She knows. She has to know, or else I’m completely nuts and this is just another waking dream where she’ll suddenly whip out her cootch in front of the whole class and ask me to bang her up against the chalkboard for the rest of the period. But no, what am I talking about? Walk up to her before roll call, look her square in the face and tell her I know what’s going on. Shit—too late. Ms. Featley’s already finished, she’s already begun the lesson and I haven’t been paying attention because I’m a paranoid dork and—
“Mr. Capps,” said Ms. Featley, her voice suddenly becoming amplified—as if he’d just emerged from a pool full of water. She stood in front of the chalkboard with her hands folded; her expression indicated that she’d made previous attempts at capturing his attention.
He straightened in his seat, clearing his throat. Somewhere behind him a male student snickered.
“I’m sorry to interrupt whatever daydream you were having,” continued the teacher, “but we do have work today.”
“I’m listening,” he responded, though his tone wasn’t very convincing.
“Good. Then you should have no problem completing this equation for me.”
Soft laughter flitted throughout the classroom as Ms. Featley held out a piece of chalk and gestured for him to go up to the board. Sighing, he rose from his seat and went to the front of the room. He took the chalk in his hands as she stepped out of the way and began to busy herself at her desk. He gazed for a moment at the equation, then began filling in the missing parts. He stopped suddenly when he heard giggling behind him and realized, with a stifled gasp, that he’d drawn two zeros with dots in their centers—breasts.
Immediately, before the teacher could see, he erased the bits of anatomy and replaced them with two proper zeros. Surprised at himself, he nevertheless moved on to the next part of the problem, wanting to get through with it. He tried to write an eight, but instead his hand moved of its own accord. When he realized he was drawing a crude hand gesture, he quickly erased it with his fingers and dropped the chalk.
Ms. Featley, now hearing more laughter from those who’d seen his blundering, looked up from her desk and frowned. “Is something the matter, Mr. Capps?”
Rather than risk losing control again, he swallowed and shrugged his shoulders. “I-I don’t know how to finish the equation, ma’am.” Nervously, he squatted, picked up the chalk he’d dropped, and replaced it in its holder before returning to his desk.
Ms. Featley shook her head and went to the board. “Next time, be sure to keep your attention where it belongs, Mr. Capps.”
Aaron nodded, blushing as several other students chuckled lightly and shook their heads (they thought it had been some sort of joke!). A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead; he wiped it away. He looked over at Kyna—who was actually smiling! Not looking directly at him, but smiling, laughing to herself—job well done.
He looked away, felt a crimson blush spread from head to toe as he gripped the sides of his desk with his hands.
Ms. Featley continued with the lesson, but he could still feel—or at the very least, he could easily imagine—everyone’s eyes on him. So he wrangled his waning reserve, waited (as patiently as possible) until the second half of class, when everyone was paired up once again to finish yesterday’s worksheets—and then he laid it out.
“You were, uh, in my dreams,” he whispered almost immediately.
Kyna seemed to take his accusation in stride, leaning to one side, smiling almost coyly. “You tell that to all the girls you like?”
He blanched. “Who says I, er, like you?”
“It’s just the way guys act when they talk to girls. If there’s a lot of effort in it, you know they’re trying to hit on you in their own way. Plus, you’re all like, ‘um . . . uh . . . um.’ Guys always lose their verbal skills whenever they’re trying to talk to a girl they think is cute.”
Is she demanding that I like her? “Sure, you’re, um, cute—but that’s not the point. The point is, um, I think you’re messing around with me.”
“Oh?”
“I dunno. Hypnosis or something. A joke.” He thought for a moment, barely enduring her apparent amusement. “I . . . I just thought I would, um, make it clear . . . I’m the new guy, I know that. Doesn’t mean you have to make it any harder for me.” He had to stop himself, for the expression on Kyna’s face was that of someone who couldn’t believe what they were hearing. Yet he knew it was a front. It had to be. She knows more than she’s letting on. I just have to not back down until she admits it.
“Okay,” she said, leaning forward so that their heads were close together. “I’m playing a joke on you. Did you like it?”
Aaron faltered. “Well, um, I . . .”
“Did I make you hot?”
“Well, um—”
“Did you have to change your underwear after?”
He didn’t say anything. What could he say? Now that he’d gone this far . . . well, if he could snap his fingers and reverse time, he would do it in an instant.
Kyna leaned back in her seat. She was still smiling. “I’m kidding, Aaron. Geez. Are all Texas boys as naïve as you?”
An intense heat seeped through Aaron’s skin, warmed his blood. His resolve disintegrated like so much dust, and despite all the evidence, he felt like he’d made up every last paranormal oddity in a half-assed attempt to . . . what? To impress Kyna? To make friends with her? To get between her legs?
“Oh, God,” he moaned in utter embarrassment as he rested his head on the desktop. With a muffled groan he said, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Kyna. I’m such a dork.” He heard her restrained laughter, her controlled amusement (just enough to let him know she wasn’t going to immediately move her desk away from him and request another partner for the assignment), and he wished very dearly that he was invisible.
For the remainder of the period, he kept to himself, working on his part of the worksheet. However, when class ended and he moved to replace his desk, Kyna unexpectedly took hold of his hand.
“Hey,” she said, staring at him intently, her expression fathoms deeper than it had been moments before. “You said you were sorry, right?”
He swallowed, mesmerized by her touch, ashamed that it caused him to quiver right down to his crotch. “Yeah.”
“Then make it up to me.”
“Huh?”
She rolled her eyes. “Meet me after school. We’ll grab something to eat.”
Almost before she finished her sentence, he was nodding in agreement.
* * *
There was a Taco Bell two blocks west of Savanna High. Kyna brought along two of her friends, whom she introduced as Anthony and Natalie. Anthony was talkative and outgoing, while Natalie was the quiet, tall and elegant type. They didn’t come out and say it, but Aaron guessed they were a couple.
The restaurant was crowded, mostly with students who’d come to offset the day’s cafeteria lunch. Aaron and his new companions found a cramped corner table near the restrooms and piled their backpacks against the wall.
“What do you want?” asked Kyna, who remained standing as everyone else took their seats. “I’m buying.”
“I’m cool,” Aaron said. “I’ve got cash.”
“I insist.”
He smiled, forced back the urge to do the “guy thing” by insisting on purchasing his own food. “A soft taco, then.”
“What about me?” Anthony whined. “Don’t you want to know what I want?”
Kyna stuck out her tongue. “You’re getting quesadillas, like you always do.” She left the table.
Aaron stared after her for a moment. “Is she always like that?”
“Like what?” asked Anthony.
“So . . . forceful.”
“Don’t worry about it. She knows one of the guys here. Hooks us up most of the time.”
Aaron faced his companions. “Lucky for us.”
“How long have you been in town?” Natalie asked.
“Since last Wednesday.”
“From somewhere down south?”
“Texas.”
“Cool.”
Presently, Kyna returned and distributed cups. She sat alone with Aaron as Natalie and Anthony went to fill their drinks.
“I know,” she said. “It’s kind of crummy in this part of the neighborhood.”
Aaron shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. It’s fast food, right?”
“Yeah.”
A moment of silence, pondering, listening to other people’s orders being rattled off over the loudspeaker,
“So, you’ve met Josh, huh?” asked Kyna.
Aaron scowled. “Sort of. He’s in my first period class. Guess he wanted to make friends. You know him?”
“Not really. He’s just someone you know of.”
“Yeah. You kind of have to notice his, um, condition.”
Kyna looked at him strangely now. “What do you mean?”
“His face,” he replied, cringing somewhat. “What happened to it?”
Kyna bit her lip, stared hard at the tabletop. This prompted Aaron to believe he’d perhaps touched on something that she didn’t like to talk about. Like maybe Josh’s dad abused him or something, and everyone knows the story but doesn’t like to think about it.
“It’s okay,” he said after a moment. “Never mind.”
Luckily, at that moment, the others returned with their drinks. Anthony, unaware of any of the previous uneasiness, patted him on the back and asked, “Hey, what’re you doing this weekend?”
“Nothing useful,” he replied.
“Why don’t you and Kyna come over my place? I’m having a little get-together on Saturday. My parents will be out of town.”
Aaron looked at Kyna, whose facial expression metamorphosed instantaneously from introverted to cheerful. “You want to go?”
“Sure,” she replied. To Anthony: “What time?”
“Around eight is when I’m telling everyone to show up.”
“Cool.”
The group made smalltalk for another few minutes, until their food was ready, at which point they ate in relative silence—until Kyna surprised Aaron by clearing her throat and saying:
“Aaron says he has dreams about me.”
He almost choked on a piece of lettuce. Kyna was smiling at him deviously, elated, no doubt, at his discomfort—yet he didn’t feel threatened. He didn’t feel as if he were being made fun of. Rather, it was more like camaraderie amongst friends, a playful jest.
Still, they wanted details.
“You’re not serious,” he said, wiping his mouth with a napkin.
“Why not?” asked Anthony. “It’s only a dream, right?”
“It was my dream,” he replied, glaring now at Kyna.
Natalie spoke up, her voice soft and delicate, and as nonthreatening as could be: “Dreams can actually help you get to know your friends better, and they can help you make new ones, if you interpret them right.”
Aaron’s facial temperature was quickly rising. “No way.”
“Tell us,” said Kyna, poking his arm.
“Yeah,” added Anthony. “Tell us.”
Natalie joined in as well. “Tell.”
“Tell us.”
“Spill it.”
Geez, he thought, semi-aware of the subtle warmth now being directed at him from three separate sources. If they really want it . . . “Okay, fine,” he said, and he found himself relaying his nocturnal experiences as if the table had suddenly become a confessional booth. He explained about Kyna and himself, in his bedroom, in his parents’ living room—outside, running around naked in the middle of the night. When he was finished, Anthony (on the verge of cracking up) put his hand on his shoulder and shook his head.
“Dude . . . too much information.”
“Yeah,” cooed Natalie, equally as amused. “We didn’t ask for porno.”
Aaron scowled and was about to point out that it was they who had requested such information when Kyna (having sobered somewhat) touched his hand—and instantly he was tranquil.
“We’re just playing, that’s all,” she said. “I just wanted to let you know that I don’t think you’re a creep for being honest. None of us do. You’re welcome here.”
“But what about your boyfriend?” Aaron groaned—still blanketed by Kyna’s assurance, but unable to shake the need for confirmation. “I mean, what would he think about some dude telling his girl he’s having nasty dreams about her?”
Kyna looked at the others for a moment. There was a spark behind her eyes. “Don’t worry about that.”
Aaron shrugged, finished off the last of his taco.
* * *
Later:
Having dropped off both Aaron and Anthony at their respective homes, Kyna was now able to speak freely with Natalie. They were headed eastward along Lincoln, the late afternoon sun casting an amber glow across the glass-speckled blacktop of a mini-mart parking lot, when she asked:
“So, what do you think?”
“He’s a catch,” Natalie responded, smiling. “Cute and fully-charged.”
“Yeah. Ash’s nose still works—and I can see why Josh tried to get his grubby paws on him. Poor fucker’s got shit for brains, but at least he has an instinct for tapping.”
“I’ll say. How do you want to do this?”
Kyna frowned and thought for a moment, knowing exactly what she wanted to do but holding herself back. Playing it cool. “I don’t know yet. I think . . . I think I’m going too fast, to tell you the truth.”
“Why’s that?”
“I . . . it’s just . . . there’s so much of him, all at once. It wasn’t like the others. Usually I don’t give half a shit when I’m tapping someone, but when I was with him, when I tasted him . . . he was so good, Natalie. I thought I was going to lose it.”
“But you didn’t.”
“No, I didn’t . . . but I came close.” God, so close.
Natalie sighed as they came up to a crosswalk. She pressed the button for the light. “I don’t think it was you. I think it was just . . . well, maybe he’s got a different makeup. Maybe folks from down south have more jism in them. You know how those Texans are: everything bigger than life. You did call him Banana Boy over the phone.”
“Did I?” Kyna laughed. It was a moment’s retreat during an ongoing inner battle between herself, her hormones, and the nameless force surging through her veins. “You know, he can see Josh’s, um, skin.”
“Wow.”
“He can probably see me, too.”
Natalie got the point. She stopped once they’d crossed the street and faced Kyna. “Oh. Did he mention anything?”
“No.”
“What about Ash?”
“He didn’t mention her either. She’s a couple steps above Joshua anyway. Better at masking.”
“Hmm . . . yeah. Well, she’s different. You know that. Sometimes even we can’t see her.”
Kyna sighed, gazed into the traffic. “Sometimes I wonder if she can even see herself, if she even remembers what she is.” She bit her lip—hard. “Natalie, I think I like Aaron.”
“Like, or like?”
“Like, as in I want him so bad I’m willing to forgo food and sleep just so I can spend every last millisecond in his mind.”
“Now, you know you don’t mean that.”
“I do.”
“No,” Natalie reiterated, her voice becoming firmer. She reached out and touched Kyna’s shoulder. “You don’t fall for that kind of thing. You’re not a dud.”
No, I’m not, Kyna thought, her passion abating somewhat, but I get hungry just like everybody else. And sometimes I wonder just a little too much about boys and sex and getting pregnant so Mr. Right can whisk me off somewhere away from my mother, away from that house and from all my problems, dreaming he’ll take me somewhere I can be his girl and have his kids, and I’ll be happier than ever because that’s what stereotypical teenage girls want.
Natalie was obviously aware of her contemplative state, for she now mustered a half-hearted smile. “It’s how we live, Kyna. It’s how we survive. We follow the urges, but only so far as we need to. We don’t let it get to us—we don’t let the people we tap get to us. We get to them first, before someone else does, before they realize the truth. Otherwise it’s just a good-looking guy who wants a quick lay, a heartless asshole who’ll ask you to suck him off just so he can blab to the rest of his friends the next day. Then they all come for you, take their turns, and forget all about you once they’ve had enough, once you’re all tapped out.” She folded her arms. “We’re better than that.”
Yeah, better. “I’ve never felt this before. Not even with Josh.”
“Don’t confuse yourself. Remember, Aaron’s under your control, so of course he’s going to be all into you—but you have to keep to the plan. You have to keep focused. You can’t just live off the dreams. You need blood, jism—something real.”
“Easy for you to say,” Kyna snorted. “You have Anthony, and he never . . .” She trailed off. Never what? Never took advantage of my sexual curiosities as a girl? Never fucked the shit out of me until I grew old enough, strong enough to defend myself when my mom wasn’t around to protect me from my own father? And now, after all that, I actually want a guy. I want him with me, on me, in me, all over me . . . I want that?
“Kyna.”
She looked up into Natalie’s eyes, where there was warmth and familiarity—and determination. “I know how it is. You can meet someone who just seems so different from the others, and you think that maybe he really won’t be like all the rest. But he doesn’t know how, you see. He’s hard-wired—they all are. It’s no one’s fault, it’s just the way people are. Aaron’s a good catch, but only if he’s under your control. Only if he has a purpose. If it were the other way around, what do you think he’d be doing to you right now?”
She was right, of course. Kyna knew that. Good advice from a good friend. She might have relinquished herself to the truth right then and there, but instead she felt her frustration growing. After all, how could anyone else in the world know what it was like to be Kyna Miller except Kyna Miller? I had to learn all this on my own, and when I was much younger; Natalie only had to make friends with me to learn the ropes, spare herself the pain of living out the rest of her life as a dud. She had someone—I didn’t.
I still don’t.
While all this was going on in her mind, Kyna walked Natalie the rest of the way home. When they at last hugged and parted ways, she smiled and waved goodbye as usual—but instead of heading south, towards her own home, she went northeast.
To Josh’s.
* * *
Kyna wrinkled up her nose as she climbed through Joshua’s open bedroom window. The place smelled like dirty socks, and probably hadn’t been cleaned in months.
Joshua himself was sitting huddled on the floor beside the dresser, the tacky orange curtains (which he’d almost certainly picked out himself) flapping gently against his knees. He was still wearing the clothes he’d put on Monday morning and, as was evidenced by the jar of urine he clutched tightly in his hands, he obviously hadn’t left the room for any reason.
Just like I instructed, she thought, disgusted.
Immediately, she went over to his closet, rummaged through the mess until she found a clean towel. She threw it at him. “Take a shower—and wash everything. And don’t tell your mom I’m here.”
Joshua nodded, shuffled out of the room, closing the door behind him.
Kyna sighed and unloaded her backpack, which she placed on the floor beside the bed. She kicked off her shoes as well and took the opportunity to explore the room, which was buried beneath a growing layer of discarded socks and abandoned underwear. She disregarded most of it and knelt beside the bed, lifted the top mattress to reveal a hidden cache of Hustler magazines, as well as a handful of unopened condom packages—though she knew Joshua hadn’t used one with a girl since the last time she’d slept with him, years ago.
What a nasty little bugger, she thought, replacing the mattress. Like a squirrel, just not as resourceful.
In due time, the bedroom door opened and Joshua entered. His hair glistened, and he had a towel wrapped around his waist. He held his dirty clothes in a bundle.
“Put those down there,” she instructed, “and take off the towel.”
He did as he was told, tossing the bundle onto the floor and disrobing. He waited obediently as she removed her own clothes as well, stepped close to him, leaned in so she could smell him. When she was satisfied that he’d done an acceptable job bathing himself, she nodded and guided him onto the bed.
“Okay, here’s the deal,” she said. “I’m going to meet Aaron. You’re going to stay here and wait for me.”
Joshua nodded. There was a thread of saliva oozing from between his parted lips.
“Good. I want you to sleep while I’m gone. Or just lie here and watch the ceiling—I don’t care. No masturbating. If I find out you’ve so much as looked at my cunt, I’ll slit your throat. Understand?”
He nodded again, his eyes heavy-lidded and opaque as marbles.
“All right,” she said, and embraced him. There was a slightly bitter taste at the back of her throat; she had to resist the urge to choke, to push him away, but she managed to keep her concentration throughout the process as she spurred him quickly towards completion.
Just a process, she reminded herself. A series of nerve impulses and chemical responses. He can hardly feel it anyway. He probably won’t even remember when it’s all over. No enjoyment, no pleasure . . . just a process . . .
When she felt him slip over the edge, she closed her eyes tightly and pushed outward with her mind, forcing herself to expand beyond flesh and bone so that her essence was suddenly floating over the bed, observing the scene below. Joshua’s climax had extended his aura far beyond the protective shell of his body; she latched onto it, drew it outward like poison from a wound. Without guidance it would have merely receded after a few moments, but Kyna had other plans.
Time for a little swap, Josh, she thought intensely as she concentrated on a mental image of her own female body. Just go inside, let yourself slip right in, like water flowing into a storm drain . . . you’re waking up . . . that’s it . . . you’re waking up . . .
She felt him acquiescing, slipping into her body as she transferred herself into his. In a moment it was all over, and she opened her eyes to find herself gasping and panting in Joshua’s male body.
“Shit,” she breathed. She was somewhat spent, for such transfers drew considerably upon one’s reserves. It was, however, not above her skills, and so, after a few minutes of rest, the euphoria of the swap ebbed. She propped herself up on her elbows. Naturally, in Joshua’s body, she was no longer in direct control of her female body; Joshua was in control now, though she could still direct his thoughts well enough so that he wouldn’t get into trouble wandering around as a girl.
When she’d cooled somewhat, she removed herself from beneath him. As she did this, he collapsed face-first onto the bed, like a lifeless puppet.
“Jesus,” she muttered, and helped him to roll over onto his back. So intoxicated was he by her influence that he simply lay there, limbs splayed every which way.
“You’re a vegetable,” she muttered as she gathered up some clothing for him to wear. Nevertheless, this was how it had to be if she wanted him pliable enough to control. She helped him get dressed. “I want you to do just like you do at school. I want you to press yourself between everyone’s attention, make yourself invisible to everyone but me. If your mom or anyone comes looking for you, I want you to concentrate so that they forget why they need to see you, so that they won’t want or need to see you until I say it’s okay for them to do so. No one comes in here but me—understand?”
Joshua nodded, his expression pitiful. It was almost painful to watch, considering that it was her face he was wearing at the moment.
Kyna scowled. Have a little self-respect, for Christ’s sake. You look like a goddamn . . . nevermind. Doesn’t matter. You’re not going anywhere anyway.
Leaving the bed, she went to the closet and found suitable clothing for herself. She dressed, then grabbed her backpack and hoisted it over her newly-masculine shoulders (in actuality, Joshua’s build wasn’t much harder than her own) as she headed for the window. She was about to climb through when she happened to glance at her reflection in the dresser mirror.
“Oh, shit,” she gasped, swallowing hard. Joshua’s mottled appearance, usually masked by his knack, was now manifesting itself with all the allure of a slice of cheese bubbling under a heat lamp.
This won’t do.
Focusing her concentration, she worked on smoothing skin, regrowing hair; in a moment she was once again a normal fifteen-year-old—save for the fact that she was really a girl occupying a boy’s body. On the outside, though, the difference was seamless—better than she’d expected, considering she was in someone else’s body, manipulating someone else’s design.
She left the bedroom, climbing through the window and jogging along the street. She formulated her game plan as she went, an electric thrill coursing throughout her. It was something she hadn’t felt in a long time, and it both frightened and excited her.
Like streaking, she thought. Losing control, except I never really lose control. Not like everyone else. No, I still know how to make it fun. Doesn’t have to be an addiction. I deserve a little break now and then. Can’t go through life always holding back—sometimes I’m allowed to go a little wild, release some pressure.
Have some fun.
One of the public school system’s few obvious benefits is its usefulness as an alibi for almost any occasion. Miss an appointment, commit a minor indiscretion, and all you have to do is blame it on an extracurricular school project. Chances are you’ll be rewarded with instant vindication.
As such, when Aaron turned up at the warehouse an hour late citing an after-school test and a troublesome bus ride, Edward wasn’t all that annoyed. After all, it was only a part time job, and Aaron was being paid under the table; a necessary absence or two wouldn’t bring about the end of the world—even if said absences involved ingesting fast food with Kyna and her friends. Additionally, Edward seemed in no hurry to cross paths with the son whose mother he’d been inappropriately wooing only days ago.
Jack was his usual oily self, working alongside Aaron and cracking tasteless sex jokes within earshot of the female employees. When quitting time came, he insisted on having a smoke out in the parking lot before the drive home.
“There’s a new gal over in Inventory,” he explained, leaning against the corrugated warehouse wall and coolly infiltrating his bloodstream with nicotine. “I think I’ll get her number, add it to the list—just in case I got nothing to do over the weekend.”
Aaron, preoccupied with the vending machine (which was being finicky), snorted contemptuously. “What makes you think she’ll have time for you?”
“Because I got a knack for these kinds of things.”
“Ah. The tongue thing?” He withdrew a Dr. Pepper from the machine—even though he’d really wanted a Coke—and settled himself against the wall.
Jack started to answer, but at that moment a tall, elegant redhead exited one the office portables at the opposite end of the lot and started walking towards her car. As she moved through alternating spaces of evening darkness and frosted LED lighting, her hair a vibrant spray, a fiery beacon of femininity, she conversed on her cell phone.
She was obviously way out of Jack’s league—yet here he was, winking and taking one last drag from his cigarette as he started boldly across the lot. He met her at her car, smiling as warmly as if he’d been a friend of hers for years. Momentarily, she put away her phone and started talking to him. They spoke for several minutes, during which time Jack made her laugh more than once. Towards the end she reached into her purse and withdrew a piece of paper, upon which she scribbled something (presumably her phone number). She handed it to Jack, their hands touching for more than a few seconds before she finally decided it was time to get into her car and drive off the lot.
It made Aaron think of Edward and his mother.
Jack returned triumphant. “You see? That’s what it’s all about.”
“Nah-ah,” said Aaron, wiping some ambient perspiration from his forehead. “That was you talking to some woman you already knew and pretending she was just some random chick so you could impress me.”
“Now why would I put so much effort into something like that?” Jack shook his head. “Naw, that’s just knowing how to throw your mack.”
“Your knack,” Aaron corrected.
“Whatever.”
“And you do this all the time? Pick up random women in parking lots?”
“All I need are my women. New face, new pair of titties to hold every night. You tell me that’s not heaven.”
“It’s lonely,” Aaron replied, thoughtfully. “I’d have to have someone there with me for more than a night or two. I’d want something more . . . long-term.”
Jack addressed the air as if a third person had suddenly materialized between himself and Aaron. “Geez, sixteen and the kid’s already got it in his head that he’s a one-woman man. Let me ask you, straight out: You ever slept with a girl?”
Aaron sighed without answering. He was still trying to rid his head of Edward’s image.
“That’s right,” Jack continued. “You’re Mister Manners and all, but let’s say you’ve messed around with a couple of your girlfriends, blasted a couple wads of your DNA down their throats—so what? You think you’re missing something by not having kept every single girl you’ve ever pickle-tickled? Naw, if you’re looking for love, kiddo, it don’t exist. At least, not around here. People use people to get what they want, that’s all it is. You think when a girl’s sucking you off that she’s The One? Naw, she’s just never seen a ding-dong up close before. She’s blowing you so she can practice for her real man, some college football player with a nice car and a four-year scholarship.”
“You’re not much of an optimist, are you?”
“Nope.” Jack snuffed out his cigarette and nodded towards the car. “Come on, let’s get going.”
* * *
Aaron got home at half past nine to find Daniel had left the office early and was now solemnly collaborating in the kitchen with Julia on a dinner of lemoned trout.
“Someone named Josh came by earlier,” Julia mentioned as Aaron ducked into the refrigerator for a soda. “He left a phone number.”
“Okay,” Aaron replied.
He mumbled a quick “hi” to Daniel and then went upstairs to his room, where he found the yellow sticky note Julia had plastered on the door—the family message system, as it were, and seal of confirmation that his mother had not actually entered the sacred space that was Aaron Capps’ bedroom.
He removed the note and went inside. He hadn’t a clue as to why Joshua would even try calling on him—especially after their last unsuccessful meeting.
Disinterested, he crumpled the note, tossed it into the wastebasket, and spread himself out on the bed for the evening’s homework session. However, half an hour in, he suddenly felt an uncomfortable heat developing under his skin. Even after removing his socks and shirt, the feeling intensified to the point where he felt claustrophobic.
Leaving his bed, he went for the door, paused beside the wastebasket long enough to remove the crumpled sticky note. Then, obeying an unrealized whim, he went downstairs to use the phone.
Glancing at the sticky note, he removed the receiver from its cradle and dialed the number. A woman (Joshua’s mother, presumably) answered.
“Hello?”
“Joshua, please,” he heard himself say—and immediately the constricting fever leeched from his skin.
Joshua answered momentarily.
“Yeah?”
“Hey. This is Aaron.”
“Oh, hi, Aaron.”
“You came by earlier?”
“Yeah. You were out or something.”
“I was working.”
“Oh, you have a job?”
“Yeah. Moving boxes, lugging stuff around. It’s a real no-brainer kind of thing.”
“I like your accent. ‘Kan-duh thang.’”
Aaron scowled slightly. “Very funny.”
“Just messing with you, buddy.”
“Dude, we’re not exactly friends, so if you could just get to the point—”
“Aren’t we impatient? Okay, then: I want you to go with me to the mall tomorrow, after school.”
“The mall?” Why the heck would I want to do that? He started to politely decline, but something caught his tongue, something tightened in his chest. Instead he said, “Um . . . I don’t have work tomorrow, so sure, I’d love to go.”
“Awesome. We’ll meet by the flagpole, out in front of the school.”
“Cool.”
Aaron hung up the phone, head buzzing with something thick and heavy. His thoughts had become jumbled. The only pristine thread was the fact that he had an appointment with Joshua tomorrow, and that was all that mattered—despite his distaste for anything that had to do with the boy.
He climbed the stairs in a haze and, locking himself inside his bedroom, went right to bed.
* * *
Sitting cross-legged on the floor of Joshua’s bedroom, Kyna clutched the cordless in her hand and pondered her options. She’d been occupying Joshua’s body since the afternoon, which meant that for several hours she’d been exerting an enormous amount of control keeping herself and Joshua swapped—and it was starting to wear on her.
Hell, she thought, recalling how she’d jogged all the way to Aaron’s house, knocked so eagerly on the door—only to be greeted by his mother, who delivered the news that her son wouldn’t be in until evening. A whole afternoon wasted.
She looked over at Joshua (still occupying her body), sitting slumped on his bed. “Don’t give me that look,” she grumbled. “You wanted to be friends with him, after all, so this is your chance.”
Actually, he wasn’t giving her a look so much as he was simply staring mindlessly in her direction.
I could switch us back for the night, she thought, which would get rid of the stress of maintaining myself in this body—but then I’d have to do him again. Shit, might as well just stay put until tomorrow. She sighed and lay back on the bed. No problem. It’s just a day. I’ll pass the time somehow.
Joshua, having sensed her thoughts, giggled and clumsily grabbed his crotch.
Watch it, she thought, and kicked him in the shin—though not too hard, for he was occupying her body.
He behaved himself for the remainder of the night, which was good, because as each hour passed (with excruciating slowness) the stress became worse and worse. Even when she released her hold on the string-cheese contour of Joshua’s skin, thereby allowing his body to settle itself somewhat naturally, there was still the constant stream of concentration that had to be maintained to keep herself situated properly, to keep Joshua’s essence from wandering out of her body and back into his own. It would have been immensely easier if he’d been coherent enough to carry half the load, like he’d done back when they’d swapped bodies the first time . . . back when they’d actually been friends. Such was not the case now, however, and so Kyna had to do it alone. She’d been able to maintain herself in Joshua’s body for several days, with his help; now she guessed she’d have less than half that amount of time before her strength gave.
She took to tossing and turning on Joshua’s floor, dozing fitfully because she knew if she allowed herself to fall into a deep sleep, her essence would default back into her feminine body.
By the time dawn came, her hands were quivering slightly and the blood was rushing in her ears. Her stomach grumbled, demanded attention, reminded her that she would soon be at the mercy of a hunger that had nothing to do with the necessity of food . . . but she held firmly to her plans, her emotional needs, her hidden desires to be something more than a series of instinctive wants and yearnings.
Got to hold out for something more.
Kyna was absent from school on Wednesday, much to Aaron’s chagrin. During lunch he found out (through Natalie and Anthony) that she hadn’t been feeling well, and had stayed home. Beyond that, her friends were vague about her actual ailment; without their chieftain they seemed preoccupied and distant. So, like an older brother who’d promised to take his sibling out for ice cream, he went to the flagpole at three o’clock and waited for Joshua.
Rotten way to spend my day off, he thought, wanting to go home, but unable to shake the inexplicable sense of curious obligation that had somehow been seeded in him since last night’s phone call.
After a while Joshua arrived. He was clad in a Marilyn Manson T-shirt and had a studded dog collar around his neck—but perhaps the most interesting aspect about him was the fact that he didn’t look like a half-melted ghoul. His tanned skin was smooth, unblemished.
“Wow,” gasped Aaron, surprised. “You’re . . . um . . . you’re all . . .” He waved his hands around his head.
Joshua’s face twitched. The skin around his eyes was puffy. “I’m what?”
“Oh. I . . . it’s just . . . your face is smooth and all. No, um, marks.”
“Oh, that. Yeah.”
“So . . . how did you do that?”
Rolling his eyes, Joshua seemed frustrated, but responded anyway: “Well, you ever seen a magic show? Like, you ever been to someone’s birthday party and they had a magician there doing parlor tricks?”
“That’s what that is? A parlor trick?”
“Sort of. More of an illusion, really. Anyone can do it—you can get books from the library on the subject. Let’s go and catch the bus.”
Aaron wasn’t convinced; however, any further questions regarding the matter were forgotten before they could be asked.
He followed Joshua across the lawn. “What’s with the doggie collar?”
“My after-school look,” replied Joshua. “I can sort of stretch out and be myself, you know?”
“Oh.”
“You should give it a shot and let your hair down. You’d look much better that way.”
Aaron ran his hands over his head. “What makes you say that?”
Joshua swore under his breath. “Never mind.”
* * *
Eastridge Mall was bustling with activity when they arrived. Many students from Savanna were there, though hardly anyone took the effort to say hello. The ones who did (the girls, in particular) waved to Aaron rather than Joshua. A few simply snickered and made rude comments concerning the boy’s collar. It made Aaron wonder just how often (and with what success) his companion came out on occasions such as this.
“I’ve never seen so much fish-netting,” Aaron said once they’d made their way to the second-floor food court and ordered half a dozen egg rolls.
Joshua, sitting across from him at the small table they’d snagged, snorted disdainfully. “All the sluts around here dress like that. Like they want to be whores or something. They prance around showing themselves off like they’re in a nudist beauty pageant, and then when they get knocked up by some horny asshole they go crying back to their mommies because they’re pregnant.”
“Sounds like fun.”
“I’ll say. So, is Anaheim anything like your home town?”
Aaron laughed. “I guess. I mean, it’s not just a strip of sand and cactus.” He sighed wistfully, remembering a girl’s face, trying to recall her name. His head was in a funk. “It was home. I had friends there.”
“I figured,” Joshua agreed, wiping his mouth with a napkin. “You don’t appreciate something until you lose it.”
Aaron nodded and glanced at two girls walking past. “Not that you always have a choice. I was fine with my girlfriend, but she was too . . . anxious. She was always talking about missing things, missing experiences that she was supposed to have during her high school years. Parties, football games, concerts—I was too ‘old fashioned’ for her. I always wanted to stay in and make out.”
Joshua made a face. “Must’ve been hell.”
“Well, not really.”
“Did you ever do the deed with her?”
“We messed around a little, but it wasn’t all about getting laid.”
“So you’ve never . . . ?”
“No.”
“Don’t you wanna know how it feels?”
Sex or love? “Why all the questions?”
Joshua shrugged, leaned back in his chair. His expression was suddenly tranquil. “I just want to get to know you.”
“By studying my sex life?”
“Hey, you can learn a lot from a guy by the way he fucks.”
“You’re a perv,” Aaron responded, something in him twitching, a spark of memory faltering. Something in Joshua’s manner was familiar, but he couldn’t put his finger on what it was.
“Yeah, I am. So . . . have you ever screwed anyone, guy or girl?”
“Why’s it so important?”
“Come on, just tell.”
“Fine. If you must know, I’ve gone down on a couple girls, but I’ve never slept with anyone.”
“How come? You waiting for Miss Right?”
“Well, yeah. It might sound stupid, but it doesn’t really matter if I don’t get any until I’m thirty, or whatever. It’s not a twenty-four-hour-a-day kinda thing.”
Frowning, Joshua leaned forward. “So, you’re looking for real love?”
“Aren’t we all?”
“But how do you know what real love is until you feel it? I mean, you can think you like someone, you think they’re interesting to talk to or they’re cute or whatever, but you can’t feel something real until you’re brave enough to give yourself to someone who’s willing to show you their love physically.”
Aaron shook his head. “You can’t measure your love for someone by how good they make you feel in bed.”
“You could do it with someone who made you feel so good that you knew it was her love and not just fooling around. You couldn’t do that with only words. Words can fail.”
“Maybe. It would depend. Have you ever done it with anyone based on those standards?”
The color left Joshua’s face, and he looked away, biting his lip, considering something barely palatable, it seemed. When he looked back, there was a quivering behind his eyes. “Maybe—but hey, let’s go catch a movie.”
“No fair!” Aaron exclaimed, playfully—but Joshua had already left the table and was making his way across the court.
Aaron pursued, barely keeping up with his companion as they walked down to the mall’s multiplex. When they were standing together in line he noticed Joshua was breathing somewhat heavily, and was sweating. He asked what was wrong and suddenly he became dizzy, his mind clouding over. It was so bad that Joshua had to grab him to keep him from falling down.
“Probably something I ate,” Aaron mumbled, stumbling towards the restroom.
Joshua looped his arm around his shoulders and pulled him towards one of the theater entrances instead. “Don’t worry about it. You just need to get off your feet.”
Aaron was too inebriated to protest, too confused to wonder why Joshua’s body was so excruciatingly hot. He allowed himself to be directed into the theater, where Joshua found adjoining seats towards the back wall. In his current state it was easy to simply sit slumped in his seat and stare dumbly at the screen—so of course he didn’t catch Joshua staring intently at him . . . scrutinizing him as one might a famous painting. Aaron was lost within his own space, the surround sound filling his ears, the darkness of the theater pressing in, the buzz of his senses leading him into an ethereal world.
Suddenly there was warmth against his cheek and he turned to see Joshua’s slick, sweaty face, mere inches from his own, getting closer—
“What are you doing?” Aaron whispered, alarmed, unable to move, but somehow sublimely relaxed.
Just like in the dreams, only not Kyna . . .
“I think I should tell you that you have the nicest lips,” Joshua whispered, brushing his nose against Aaron’s. Beads of sweat, illuminated by the light of the movie screen, trickled down his forehead.
“Josh—”
“I can see why Josh honed in on you . . . so much . . . so much waiting to be tapped . . . and yet you’re just you, not like the others, not a show-off or an asshole but someone who’s just himself. So pure, untouched . . .”
Their lips were touching now. Joshua kissed him briefly, then pulled back slightly.
“You don’t know how it is,” he said. “They’ll just hurt you, but I’ll take care of you. We can take care of each other, okay?”
Aaron squirmed, tried to ignore an overwhelming ache that suddenly filled his every fiber—
Kiss me.
—tried to understand why he was tilting his head and allowing Joshua to force his lips apart.
Please . . . help me . . . please . . .
Aaron’s thoughts or someone else’s, he couldn’t be sure, but he did know that he was filled with such utter wanting that it didn’t matter anymore who, what, or where he was. He was paralyzed with emotion that came from within himself and from all around, blending with his breath mixing with Joshua’s, hands feeling all over him, reaching, searching for the zipper to his fly, and—
Oh, God.
* * *
Kyna knew she was teetering on the edge of her own sanity, and there was nothing she could do about it.
Too much, all at once . . . thought I could handle it, but I can’t—how could I? All this time, pretending I’m unbreakable, better than the others . . . I’m no better . . . gonna let this happen . . . let it happen . . .
She felt herself trembling, wanting, hungering—trying not to notice as her hands fumbled with Aaron’s zipper.
This is what you want, right? Ashley tasted him, but you’re going to have him. Don’t care if anyone sees you . . . so hungry . . . take in as much of him as you can, before he makes any noise—then run. Exit’s right behind you. No one will ever know . . . just like the others . . . just let it happen.
She knelt between his legs; she was poised on the brink, about to take him into her mouth when, inexplicably, something within her snapped and she found herself peering through a small window of clarity. She saw herself (in her female body, despite the fact that she was physically in Joshua’s) kneeling on the floor of the theater, her mouth gaping open obscenely—and she was overcome with shame and disgust for what she was about to do.
No . . . no! This isn’t what I want.
* * *
The revulsion overcame Aaron quickly, and it helped him to clear his thoughts as he watched his companion stumble uncertainly to his feet.
“I’m sorry,” Joshua mumbled, backing out of the aisle, tripping over the other seats. There was a moment’s lingering as sorrow passed between them like some unseen mist—then he tore himself away, ran for the exit.
Aaron’s head rolled back against his seat, and he felt (for his sight was now a mass of chaotic colors and flashes) himself falling back into himself. He groaned, suddenly realizing that he was losing his grasp on the chair beneath him—he was losing his grasp on his own body. A storm raged fiercely, all around him. Wind whipped at his skin and shrieked through his ears. He closed his eyes but the flashes of lightning were behind his eyelids as well, trying to dig into his brain, trying to fuse mind and matter together once again. In a moment he knew the storm would have him, and he would be lost forever in an imaginary ocean.
There was the movie theater, but it was away from him, on the other side of an imperceptible rift. He could see himself, or, more accurately, he could see his body, sitting slumped in its seat. Part of him was afraid of the sight, and almost frantic to get back inside; another part was intrigued, elated—mesmerized by the experience of occupying a space outside his own flesh.
Fear won out over amazement, though, as he was suddenly spiraling downward at a sickening speed and being thrust back into himself like too many items of clothing being stuffed into a suitcase—
—breath, blood . . . pain. Aaron convulsed violently for a moment as he was dumped cruelly back into his body. His head throbbed as he sat up in his seat, opening his eyes. He was himself again, he realized, and even though Joshua was gone, he could still taste the kisses and feel the hands probing his groin.
Bastard, he thought, tears welling up in his eyes. With a sudden wave of nausea washing over him, he closed his fly and stood uncertainly, making his way out of the theater as best as he could without running into anything or anyone. Thankfully, no one paid him any attention.
The lights of the lobby were excruciatingly bright as he scouted out the men’s room, entered and threw himself into one of the stalls. Falling to his knees, he vomited. When he was through he remained leaning over the bowl, crying, not caring if anyone heard. He no longer knew what to think or feel; he only knew that he’d been violated in an unexplainable way, and that he’d allowed it to happen, allowed himself to be suckered right into Joshua’s ploy.
Just like with Cal in the gym . . . Coach Stieffel . . . with Sheryl at the pool. Should’ve seen it coming—why didn’t I realize what was happening?
In retrospect, he never would have called Joshua back, yet . . . what had caused him to do just that? Curiosity? Or did it have more to do with that warm buzz that seemed to fill his head every time he was attacked by someone with the uncanny knack? Was it just a hopeless ending once someone started puppeteering him?
He sniffed, wiped his face with a wad of toilet tissue. If he’d still been ten years old, he would have gone right home, told his parents what had happened . . . perhaps even cried in his mother’s arms. She would have comforted and coddled him in her own way. Daniel, intending the best, would have beaten around the bush until he found a way to remind his son that prevention was the path to victory. If only his son had listened to the signals, seen the signs.
Doesn’t matter, he thought. This is all some kind of twisted reality. If I somehow got my parents to understand, to believe me, it still wouldn’t do any good. I would still be the one who has to face the bullies everyday. No, I’m on my own. Always been this way, living in the same house with my parents, but I still have to take care of myself.
After a time, he composed himself and left the stall. There was no one else in the restroom. He walked over to one of the sinks and splashed water onto his face. The skin around his eyes was swollen—so pale, like I’m stoned or hungover or something.
There was something else, too: a glow, a sort of halo extending several inches from his body—as if his aura had not fully settled itself just yet. Curious, he reached towards the mirror, felt—just for a moment—that he might actually be able to reach through the glass and touch a duplicate Aaron Capps inhabiting a reflected realm in an alternate universe. However, the moment his fingertips came into contact with the mirror, the halo was gone.
He left the restroom, went out into the lobby and found a water fountain, from which he drank until he was satisfied he’d ridden himself of Joshua’s aftertaste. Then, hoping he didn’t look too distraught, he headed for the bus terminal.
Kyna was subdued during the ride home. She sat quietly in her seat at the back of the bus and gazed through the window, taking in random details of the Anaheim streets as she rolled her tongue around in her mouth. The metallic tinge of human blood was still there, sparking memories of her recent successful attempt at satisfying herself. For now, anyway.
Not hard in this city, she thought bitterly, recalling how she’d exited the rear of the mall (after parting ways with Aaron) and scouted the parking lot for a suitable partner. In this case it had been a thirty-something male—as uninspired as all the rest, but trailing his own secret taboos as if he’d painted them upon a large, colorful banner to be carried around with him wherever he went. Most of these sorts of creatures wanted women, some wanted young girls, a few liked boys. This particular dud had fallen into the latter-most category; as such, Kyna (wearing Joshua’s skin) had followed him to his car and offered herself to him.
There had not been too much to it after that. They’d retired to the backseat of his Lexus and she’d taken him without reserve, bringing him quickly to his finale. In a mixture of uncontrollable hunger and fiery hatred, she’d bit down hard at the crucial moment, tearing into his flesh with her teeth, summoning blood and semen together. He’d been none too pure, but still immensely satisfying.
And now here she was, past the point, satiated, overfed—bloated. She knew she’d let it get the best of her, and she hated herself more than ever for demonstrating such weakness. And yet it wasn’t all that bad, because it had been Joshua’s body in the backseat of the car, Joshua’s face buried in the man’s crotch, and it would be Joshua’s problem dealing with whatever filthy microbes had jumped the gap.
I get the jism, he gets one more STD to add to the list. Doesn’t matter. Shouldn’t matter.
Yet it did matter. She could feel it in the pit of her stomach, the guilt and anguish at what she’d done to a complete stranger using a body that didn’t belong to her. It made her feel like a vagrant, a criminal—an outcast from society sitting huddled on some godforsaken bus that smelled faintly of sweat and urine. There was an idiotic-looking man who’d just gotten on; now he was sitting across from her, girl-lover eyes scanning her male body, somehow sensing her true self hidden beneath the layers of Joshua’s flesh—
—I don’t want to be here anymore.
* * *
It was night when Joshua awoke to find himself, aching and exhausted, lying sprawled face-down on his bed. For a moment he couldn’t recall how he’d gotten this way—and then it all hit him as his brain suddenly turned itself on, filtering the day’s memories like slides from a dream, scenes from a nightmare. Although he hadn’t been present in his body during Kyna’s misadventures, his mind retained an afterimage. Upon remembering the strange man, writhing and gasping in the back of the Lexus, he felt his abdominals clench involuntarily as his stomach tried to empty itself—and that’s when he noticed just how much trouble he was in, for not only had Kyna blatantly misused his body, she’d almost completely drained his essence as well.
He rolled onto his side, tried to sit up, but his strength eluded him. Momentarily he was unable, even, to keep his eyes open, and he fell back into a dreamless sleep.
He awoke several times during the night, his body alternating between fever and chills. Throughout, the only bit of lucid, conscious thought he could muster came in the form of various pleadings for it to be over. The pain, the fever—his life, if need be.
Anything but this.
* * *
The bus deposited Aaron near his parents’ house at a little past six o’clock. He rushed inside immediately to shower and disinfect his mouth, though no amount of grooming would ever cleanse him of the memory of today. He cried twice during the proceedings. After nearly an hour, when his skin was pink and raw, when the palms of his hands and the soles of his feet were wrinkled like prunes, he finally switched off the water and went into his bedroom, where he sat cross-legged on the floor and pondered what to do next. When nothing came to mind, he went to see what his mother was preparing for dinner. The normal social interaction would do him good.
Downstairs, the kitchen table had been half-set, and there was a roast in the oven, but Julia was nowhere to be found. Neither was Daniel (who probably hadn’t gotten off work yet anyway). Aaron wondered if, in his rush to get into the shower, he’d missed some vital detail.
He was about to call out when a noise from outside caught his attention. Muffled sighing, scuffling, heavy breathing, wafting in through the screen door, which stood slightly ajar. He moved towards it, though he didn’t actually have to go outside in order to assess the situation: the noises were coming from the tool shed, and they were unmistakably those made by a couple in the midst of passion.
Please, no, he thought, backing away from the door, bumping into the table. Don’t let this happen. But he knew it was. Daniel’s car hadn’t been in the driveway. He hadn’t seen Edward’s, but he knew. The look the man had given him previously, after being interrupted on the stoop, with Julia . . . it had been the look of someone with unfinished business.
Sitting himself at the table and gripping the sides with his hands, he waited. Several minutes passed, during which time the groaning and gasping reached a pinnacle before giving way to silence. The shed door squeaked open, then, and Aaron heard the sound of footsteps disappearing down the driveway.
Fleeing the crime scene.
Julia appeared in the doorway, her hair out of place, her clothing rumpled. She looked surprised to see him.
“Oh, Aaron,” she breathed. “You’re home.”
He didn’t say anything (what could he say?). She moved past him, towards the sink. The unmistakable smell of sex clung to her hair and clothes.
“How was the mall?” she continued. She’d turned on the hot water full blast so that the hiss of the faucet filled the kitchen. “Do they have a Sears?”
No, mom, he thought. You can’t hide this. When I was little you used to cover it up, used to hide under the covers whenever I’d accidentally walk in on you and dad in the bedroom . . . but you could never hide the smell. You can’t hide it now.
When he didn’t answer, she turned around to face him, a pained expression on her face. “Well? Are you just going to sit there,” she whispered, a tear trickling down her cheek, “or are you going to say something?”
Oh.
He bit his lip, forced himself to look at her without spite, for he now realized his mother’s transgression hadn’t merely been a case of knowing better and doing it anyway. Of course it hadn’t been like that. What was I thinking? God, she’s in this just as deep as I am. We all are. She couldn’t have resisted Edward’s will any better than Aaron himself could have resisted Joshua’s.
Because we’re newcomers—we’re victims.
Duds.
He wanted to go to her side, to hold her, to tell her that it had happened to him as well, that they could go through this together. Instead he froze up, became rooted to the spot. Can’t comfort myself, so how am I supposed to comfort her?
(He was certain Daniel had felt the same way upon discovering his son’s apparent lack of sexual prudence.)
Julia sniffed and wiped her face on the back of her hand. “Oh, I’m sorry. I . . . I don’t know what’s come over me.” She took a moment to compose herself before heading for the living room.
“Do you, um, need some help with dinner?” Aaron asked, getting up.
Julia paused at the threshold. “That’s okay. It’s your day off, right? Hey, I have an idea.” She went over to the end table beside the sofa, picked up her purse. “I saw this little video rental store down by the pizza place. Why don’t you go there and rent us something to watch tonight? Your father’s got the DVD player all set up.” She held out a twenty dollar bill. “Get whatever you want. You can keep the change.”
“Okay,” Aaron murmured, offering his silent agreement not to make a big deal of things. At least, not at the onset of the Capps’ downward spiral.
He took the cash, headed upstairs for his shoes. He was searching for socks when he heard the shower running—Julia’s attempt at ridding herself of any evidence of her transgression.
As he left the house, he caught sight of Nathan, beer can in hand, reclining on his front porch. Typically, whenever he saw the man, there was nothing more than a stern frown and narrowing of the eyes to denote life behind the sun-browned mask of his face. On this particular evening, as Aaron crossed the concrete lawn, he noticed that Nathan was watching him more closely than usual.
He wondered if he’d heard Edward and his mother fucking.
“How’s it going?” Aaron called out, slowing his pace.
“One more notch in the withered bark of life,” Nathan replied, sighing.
Aaron stopped, caught on something intangible.
“Something the matter?” asked Nathan.
“Naw,” Aaron said. He started towards the end of the cul-de-sac once again, but before he’d taken three steps, he was suddenly going the other way, crossing Nathan’s driveway and stepping onto the porch. He stood over the man, his voice hoarse and papery as he spoke: “Yeah . . . something’s the matter. Everything’s wrong—everything’s falling apart.”
Nathan got to his feet, launched into a rant about politics and socialism gone bad; halfway through, Aaron broke down and started sobbing. Without realizing it, he embraced the man, held him close and wished it were Daniel—wished it could be Daniel. As it was, he stood holding crazy old Nathan Brown, the leery-eyed next door neighbor who kept a life-sized garden doppelganger in his backyard jungle and whose paranoid outlook on life was hardly the medicine needed to soothe a teenage boy’s jaded spirits.
For the moment, though, it was just enough.
After a while, Nathan said, “The bullies have gotten to you, have they?”
“I hate them,” Aaron whispered. “The people at school, they all tease me and they don’t even give a shit. It’s all a game, but I have to deal with it, I have to walk away with the problem, and I see them looking like nothing ever happened, and all this time I know they can do it again and again, and I fucking hate them . . .”
Nathan held him at arm’s length. “Assertion is all that’s needed. A mind that thinks for itself—thoughts instead of reactions. I could teach you a few things.”
Aaron wasn’t listening. His mind was in tatters. He stepped back from Nathan, suddenly feeling supremely embarrassed. “I-I’m sorry . . . I shouldn’t have—I have to go to the store.”
He left the porch, jogged down the street.
The next two days were difficult. School was a therapeutic process, which Aaron endured only because Joshua was nowhere to be found. At night, sleep was difficult. Though Aaron’s muscles were sore and his bones weary from work, his brain continued to slave away in the dusty coal mine of his mind as thoughts and emotions ordered themselves into patterns of chaos. More often than not, he lay quite awake, wrapped in constricting sheets and anxious sweat glistening between shadows flecked with the vague shapes of his bedroom. In one corner, a pair of movie-going boys groping each other indecently; in another, the outline of a nude Goth girl, crouched, ready to pounce; between the dresser and the closet door, a spell-wielding P.E. coach awaiting the proper moment to execute a bout of paralysis.
On Thursday, class periods one through four were an amalgam of studious faces and dusty blackboards crammed between blotted lines of dollar store looseleaf and Aaron’s own unordered thoughts. Whenever anyone spoke to him, it was his brain that responded, not himself.
Despite the incongruity of his erotic dreams (which had mysteriously gone on hiatus), the only coherent moments were, inexplicably, those shared with Kyna during Geometry class. It was comparable to suddenly stepping inside some warm, dry sanctuary during a torrential rain . . . though if Aaron felt utterly wretched, Kyna looked it. She had dark, puffy circles around the eyes, and her hair was not as well-tended as usual, her posture not as straight and proud as it should have been.
“Hey,” he greeted, depositing his backpack on the floor beside his desk and walking over to Kyna’s. She’d already settled herself and was now sitting somewhat slumped as she awaited the tardy bell and roll call and all the other monotonous chores of high school life.
“My boyfriend broke up with me,” she murmured, staring at her desktop.
He asked her if she wanted to talk about it.
She didn’t.
On Friday, it was much the same, and Aaron felt a yearning inside, as if something wasn’t as it should have been, as if there was an empty spot inside him that was directly related to Kyna’s happiness.
“You’re still going to the party, right?” he asked after class, when everyone was lined up near the door for dismissal. In all honesty he wasn’t in the mood for parties; he merely wanted to go home and brood in his bedroom for the entire weekend. But maybe that’s not the right thing to do, because then I’ll be thinking of her the entire time and wishing I could be doing something to make her feel better. If we’re together I can at least try.
She shrugged. “Are you going?”
“Yeah, I guess. I mean, if you are, I m-mean . . .” He swallowed, stuttering, not knowing why. “P-please go. It . . . it won’t be the same without you. I don’t know the others that well yet, and . . . I just want you to go. It’ll be fun.” He put his hand over his mouth, his cheeks suddenly flushed. He didn’t understand his insistence, didn’t know why it was so important for her to acknowledge his predicament, to establish herself as the single focal point of his own sanity he now realized she’d become. Boyfriend or no boyfriend, perhaps if he interacted with her, made her a real friend and not just a sexual fantasy, it would alleviate his embarrassing nocturnal fixation.
Kyna looked a bit perplexed, cocking her head to one side (as she often did), looking . . . confused? Hopeful? Devastated? Surrendering willingly to something—but to what?
“I’ll be there,” she said.
* * *
At work, Aaron was able to focus on the basic task of carrying and stacking, keeping his mounting hatred for Edward at bay until quitting time, when he was required to pay a visit to the man’s office for his weekly earnings.
As usual, Edward made little effort to acknowledge his presence (beyond what was necessary to maintain an efficient, working environment). He was talking to someone on his cell phone as he flipped through his file cabinet. Aaron bit his lip and waited near the door as he struggled with himself, tried with all his might not to leap at the jackal who’d spoiled his family’s purity. Physically, Aaron was tall for his age, and well-muscled—but Edward was a full-grown man, with a man’s growth, a man’s experience. He also had the knack, which meant he could probably will Aaron to hurl himself through the window long before any sort of serious fight broke out. Besides, Aaron didn’t know for sure, he hadn’t actually seen the man leave the shed that night. Yet . . . he knew.
“Ah, Aaron,” Edward said after several minutes on the phone. He grinned broadly as he closed his laptop computer and slid it into its carry case. “How’d you do your first week on the job? Ready to go home for the weekend?”
Aaron responded immediately, but the words that came out of his mouth had nothing to do with the question. “You were with my mom.”
The smile disappeared from Edward’s face. He came around from behind the desk, stood in front of Aaron. Looking down at him, seeming impossibly taller now, his eyes became wicked sparks. “Did she tell you that?”
Every hair on Aaron’s body stood on end. He felt his blood begin to boil. “I heard you. In the shed.”
“Did you, now?”
“My dad could take you.” I could take you.
“Oh, Daniel?” Edward laughed. “Another pretty-boy, though he’s had the dignity to admit he’s past the point, nowadays—but I suppose that’s what sixteen years behind a desk will do to you. And now here’s his carbon-copy son, just beginning the same downhill skid, absolutely shocked to discover that his saint of a mother can’t keep her legs closed. The audacity!”
Aaron might have thrown himself at the man right then and there, but he found himself paralyzed, rooted to the spot. All he could do was wince as a jolt of pent-up adrenaline caused his ears to ring and his limbs to tremble.
Edward continued, reaching for his wallet. “But that’s how the world works, son. Some are born to lead, others to follow. You may want to beat the living shit out of me, you may have the brawn to back it up, even, but you’re still just a dud.” He tucked a twenty-dollar bill into Aaron’s shirt pocket, then leaned in close, poked Aaron’s forehead with his index finger. “Now go home and fuck yourself.”
* * *
Kyna tensed when she heard Natalie’s voice at the other end of the phone line:
“Hello?”
She cleared her throat. “Hey. It’s Kyna.”
“Hi, Kyna. What’s up?”
“Nothing. I just wanted to, um, let you know . . .”
“Let me know what?”
Shut up. Let me say it. “About the party—”
“You’re going, aren’t you?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean . . . I just don’t think—”
“Aaron’s going to be there, right? Let us take care of everything. You just go and have a good time. We’ll take him out back, tap him until he’s nice and dry.”
Kyna sighed. “I’m not feeling the moment, Natalie. Now’s not the time—for me or for him.”
“Then . . . what? Are you saying you’re not going to tap him tomorrow?”
“I don’t know.”
“Because if not, well, you know . . . there are plenty of people who’d like to have him—”
“No!” Kyna exclaimed, with a ferocity that surprised even herself. “I mean . . . it’s my choice.”
“Should be Ash’s. She found him first, after all.”
“She wouldn’t know what to do with him.”
A sigh on the other end of the line. “I don’t get you. You want to keep him all to yourself, yet you won’t put him to any good use. Sounds kind of selfish to me.”
You should talk, thought Kyna. Wonder if Anthony ever really wants to give up his jizz at a moment’s notice.
Perhaps Natalie sensed her antipathy, for her next response was less aggressive. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it that way, but, well, how will everyone else look at this? They’ll see you at school with this blond bombshell of a stud, they’ll expect something from you, and when weeks and months pass and they don’t get it . . . what’ll they think, Kyna?”
“They can think whatever they want.”
Silence. Natalie’s inaudible exasperation. “So what’s it going to be?”
Kyna thought for a moment. When her indecision refused to resolve itself, she said, “I don’t know.”
* * *
Anthony’s party was at eight o’clock.
At quarter till, Aaron found himself walking briskly along Lincoln. Freshly showered and impeccably groomed, he felt muddier than ever, in need of shedding an illusory skin that had been thickening over the past week.
Must be an ulcer the size of a football growing inside my stomach, he thought, coming to an intersection, pressing the crosswalk button, fingering his wallet in his pants and imagining the twenty-dollar bill tucked away inside.
Twenty dollars for four days’ work.
Needless to say, he wasn’t going to bother showing up at the warehouse again on Monday. Not with Edward there, Edward and his holier-than-thou attitude, Edward and his ego.
The light turned green. Aaron bolted across the street, the sweet, oily exhaust of two dozen waiting vehicles filling his sinuses, clinging to his lungs and fusing with his afflicted soul.
Why am I out here, running around like this? he wondered—but he already knew the answer. Because after spending an entire Saturday stuck in that house with mom and dad and that . . . that crumbling wall between all of us I’d rather take my chances out in this crazy town.
In a way it was sort of exhilarating, to be out and about, directing his own course. He’d hardly even mentioned his absence to his parents on the way out; they thought he was merely bumming around the shopping square down the street when in actuality here he was, ascending into a hilly patchwork of shingled vertexes and towering cypress. The homes here were nice, single-story houses with pristine lawns, geometrically-perfect hedges, and spotless driveways. As prejudiced as it might have sounded, Anthony didn’t look like the sort of boy whose parents could afford to live in such a nice neighborhood.
The party was already underway when he arrived; Anthony greeted him at the front door.
“All right, you made it!” he said, patting Aaron on the shoulder and leading him into the living room. There were perhaps a dozen people (of varying age, sex, and dress) lounging on the sofa and on the floor, drinks in hand, faces beaming. Natalie was among them—
—Kyna was not.
A bit disappointed, Aaron made room for himself on the floor and exchanged greetings with everyone. He talked, told a few jokes, listened to CDs, and played video games as more guests arrived. The grand total was somewhere around thirty, mostly students from Savanna, faces that were somewhat familiar, but not enough that Aaron felt at home trying to keep up with stories and jokes that were about people he didn’t know. He’d wanted to talk to Kyna, to hang out with her, get to know her; instead, he was adrift on a social sea, lost without a compass. It only got more uncomfortable when, at nine-thirty, all the lights were dimmed and the mood of the party became infinitely more sultry. People began pairing off for quality make-out time.
That explains the ratio of guys to girls, he thought, silently excusing himself from a waning group of party goers who hadn’t yet retired to some dark corner or vacated bedroom. Finding his way into the kitchen, he got himself a soda and walked from room to room, sipping and trying not to step on anyone’s toes. He considered leaving early, but realized he’d left his shoes somewhere in the dimmed living room, which had turned into a miniature brothel.
He’d just discovered the sprawling backyard (and accompanying swimming pool) when he heard a familiar voice calling his name. He turned and saw Kyna standing just outside the sliding glass door he’d come through only moments before.
“Kyna!” Immediately his demeanor brightened as something inside him loosened.
She smiled and came towards him, her sleek and powerful body packaged casually in denim jacket and charcoal hip-huggers. It wasn’t however, like it had been in Geometry class, for though he was thrilled to see her, and though her physical attributes were still intriguingly alluring to him, the fever of infatuation did not take him over. Rather, his appreciation for her now was a modest, steady flame burning amidst something much larger, much brighter.
They hugged politely.
“I was starting to think you weren’t going to show,” he said.
She shrugged. “I had some business to take care of. Almost didn’t come, but then I remembered that little puppy dog face you made when you were begging in Ms. Featley’s class . . . and I couldn’t resist.”
“I wasn’t begging,” he said, grinning.
“Sure you weren’t.”
They found a pair of lounge chairs at the far end of the yard and sat down, The Used drifting across the yard from a boom box that had been placed on an overturned orange crate. Several other people were swimming and lounging about, some wearing swim trunks or bikinis, others wearing nothing at all. In this hazy backyard world, lit from beneath by the pool floods and scored by “Poetic Tragedy,” Aaron and Kyna talked. They spoke of school, of home, of hobbies, and of each other’s opinions concerning the cafeteria menu at Savanna High. The brightest moments came whenever Aaron happened to say something funny and Kyna laughed inadvertently. It was a light, lilting sound that often seemed to catch her off-guard, causing her to lean backward somewhat, causing the muscles of her neck and jaw to work impressively beneath her smooth, pale skin. Hard as she was, it was wonderful to see her smiles, to hear her laughter—to feel her tenderness. She was letting her guard down, he knew, for fun, for the sake of the moment—
—for him.
“You know,” he said, sipping his third Coke of the evening, “you’re a lot of fun to hang out with.”
She snorted playfully. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“You know the usual stereotypes. Most girls I’ve met that I thought were like you, they were all self-centered, conceited. Or else they only spent their time trying to look good for their boyfriends. No time for anyone else. Kind of a show-off thing. They look good, but they have nothing interesting to say, you know?”
“Oh, I’m used to that,” she said, leaning back in her chair and staring out at the pool. “People always think you’re weird or strange if you dress a certain way or listen to certain kinds of music. And if you’re sixteen and you don’t have a boyfriend, don’t drive a car . . . that means you’re lost for all time.”
Aaron blushed, recalling his initial bodybuilder-dyke impressions. He quickly filed them away in his mind. “That sucks. Why would anyone say that?”
“Don’t know, don’t care. It actually makes it easier to find out who your real friends are, because those are the ones who stick around, the ones who come to you because of you and not for all that material crap. Meanwhile, everyone else, they turn their backs on you and spread bullshit stories amongst their shallow friends.” She paused for a moment, watching the water, her eyes glistening like pearls. “My, er, boyfriend was like that. He got with me because he thought I was a commodity—something cool to show off . . . but I think people like that become afraid of your boldness, your will to be yourself and to not just slink around with everybody else’s trends. They want to control you before you control them, but they miss everything in between.”
“Yeah . . . control,” Aaron murmured. He crumbled his soda can. “Lots of people around here seem crazy over it.” He thought of Edward and his mother, Edward the Snake, coiling himself around Julia’s body, squeezing out all traces of her essence, emptying her soul and taking her body for his own purposes.
“Aaron?”
He sniffed, surprised to find himself on the verge of crying, his hands clenched into angry fists. Quickly he composed himself, wiping his cheek and looking up. “It’s nothing.”
“You were crying,” Kyna said, gazing earnestly at him . . . waiting patiently.
Tell me, her expression said.
So he did, relating to her the experience of discovering that his mother was an adulteress—or rather, that she’d been cajoled into the arms of a complete asshole. “I wanted to beat the shit out of the guy, but, well . . . he’s just like all the others who’ve fucked with me.” He bit his lip; the pain was a moment’s forced distraction from the memory of the movie theater incident, from his wet dreams—
“What is it?” asked Kyna, noticing his sudden scrutiny.
“Are you sure you weren’t in my dreams?” he asked, half serious, half he-didn’t-know-what. “I mean, I’ve seen some crazy things since moving here—stuff I couldn’t imagine back in Texas. But here it seems to be the status quo or something.”
She seemed to freeze for the slightest instant—pondering, considering, deciding something infinitely important—before smiling wanly and looking down at the concrete. “I think I’d know if I’d been in your dreams,” she said softly.
Aaron sighed, missing another twinge of subtlety, tuning out a hint of something he didn’t want to imagine—something that had to do with Kyna being the only predatory aspect of Anaheim to have actually invaded his most personal mental space.
“Geez, I’m sorry,” he said. “There I go again, talking about crazy stuff.” He paused, waiting for time to take the melancholy from Kyna’s expression. When it didn’t work, he suggested they talk about something else.
“Like what?” Kyna asked.
“Well . . . tell me about your family.”
Kyna took a slow, deep breath, her eyes fixing on his, impenetrable irises flickering crystal-clear for just a moment. “My dad’s a womanizing asshole. My mom can’t deal with life, so she’s a junkie. Nowadays she’s hardly even alive. Just enough to go to work and earn money for booze and cigarettes. I have my own room outside the house because I can’t stand to be around whenever he comes over.”
He thought she was joking at first, but when he saw the sobriety in her eyes, he knew immediately she’d revealed a sensitive portion of herself that perhaps no one else in the entire world had ever seen. Why? He couldn’t fathom, but he knew it meant something—a test, perhaps. A wish. He found himself responding, not being turned off or disgusted, not looking away shyly and shrugging with an “Oh, that sucks” expression, but holding her gaze and communicating silently that what she had said was okay. That was her baggage; he wasn’t going to run from it, wasn’t going to find a cuter, more shallow girl who was as easy on the soul as she was on the eyes.
Not another Nikki.
Kyna’s head tilted slightly, almost as if she’d been expecting him to take off running the instant she’d finished her mini-biography. This was either exactly what she wanted, or it was too much for her to handle, for she closed her eyes momentarily, and when she opened them there were salty droplets coalescing her dark lashes.
“Why are you here?” she whispered.
The question didn’t make any sense at first, but then everything came into focus, and he was able to pinpoint the confusion he’d sensed earlier. She’s wondering what’s in it for me, what am I trying to take from her? “I just . . . I want to spend time with you, I want to talk to you and tell jokes, and go to the mall and just hang out with you.”
“Oh, come on,” Kyna exclaimed, angry, distressed—quivering like a leaf. “You’re just saying that because . . . because . . .” She trailed off, looked towards the pool, where several of the others were now watching the proceedings with growing concern. Biting her lip, obviously embarrassed by her own actions, she stood up to leave. “I’m sorry. I should go.”
“Wait!” Aaron jumped to his feet, grabbed her hand. She turned and looked at him, failure and hope shifting across her face.
He said, “Let me find my shoes first.”
* * *
“We used to live at this nudist camp, me, my mom, and Dead Man. It was like a KOA but for hippies and flower bitches. My mom moved there with him after she finished high school. I was born there, grew up there. We had this trailer and all day, all week, every month of the year it was this real free love, commune-with-nature kind of shit. My mom probably thought it was a dream come true, but I never told her what I thought of him . . . what he did with other women when she wasn’t around. I didn’t know how, I guess, or I was too afraid to tell anyone, and mom . . . she just seemed to ignore it. I just didn’t know until I was twelve. We were out here by then, and we were real outsiders. I saw other kids playing and going to school and Dead Man wouldn’t even let me and mom wear clothes around the house. Only to school, or to the store. Sometimes he would take everything with him whenever he left, so we’d be stuck inside, unless we wanted to walk through the ghetto naked or wearing a pillowcase or something. He liked to do twisted things like that.
“I didn’t talk to anyone, I didn’t make friends because I didn’t want them to come over and see how we lived. Then one day I decided I’d had enough. I finally stood up to him. I realized I had it in me to control myself instead of letting him control me. I knew then that he’d been beaten, but I had to watch myself, because now he really knew how much I hated him, and I think he likes that, to know he can manipulate a person’s emotions. My mom’s a pushover. She died inside a long time ago . . . but me, I’m harder to deal with, and he gets off on that.
“I started looking out for myself in every way. I refused to live in that house anymore, I started working out and all so that if it came down to it, I could beat him in a fistfight. I made it clear that I wasn’t a part of it anymore, that I could take care of myself—and that’s what I did.”
Aaron shifted on the cool clubhouse floor, his mind processing, considering Kyna’s details. She’d taken him here directly from Anthony’s, cutting through darkened alleyways and intricate foliage until they’d emerged into her backyard, a murky arena of spidery branches, shimmering leaves, and gleaming garbage bags set alongside a rusted chain-link fence lost to overzealous vines. She’d hesitated, ever so slightly, at the clubhouse entrance, as if opening the door to her home meant opening the door to her very soul. Now, half an hour later, he was sitting barefoot within her haven, listening to every long-lost secret that made Kyna Miller who she was.
“Not your dream-girl kind of story, huh?” she laughed nervously.
He smiled reassuringly. “You didn’t die inside.”
“I know. Still, I’m not what most guys go for. But I was never looking for a boyfriend anyway. Guys all want the same thing.”
“What would that be?”
She burst out laughing. Aaron might have been offended had he not become entirely addicted to the sound of her laughter.
Once she’d composed herself, she caught his stare. “Naïve, aren’t you?” She pointed at her chest and crotch.
He shrugged, a blush developing, the implication settling in. “Oh. You mean the sex thing.”
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