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There was a ticking sound ... tick tick tick tick ... and it moved from one side of him to the other. It was multiplied into scratching, and there was a smell. Not the smell of garbage and rot and decay that had been there all along, but a new smell. An animal smell. Something climbed up his shoulder and pushed a cool, wet nub into the matted hair just above his neck.

Robert forced his mind to swim through fathoms of pain to a surface of agony. He opened the only eye he could force open. There were rats all around him. Dozens of them. He knew the thing on his shoulder was a rat. It would bite him. They would all bite him. They would eat him alive. He tried to push himself up, but there was no strength in his arms. A throbbing pain in his left knee screamed out when he tried to brace himself on that leg. Robert collapsed to the cement floor, his face slamming against the solid surface and sending sparks dancing through his head. The rat on his back scurried away. The entire horde moved away, but did not scatter.

Robert tried to yell at them, to tell them to go away, that he wasn’t dead and they couldn’t eat him. Only a hiss of air came from his mouth, followed by the coppery taste of blood. He lay still for a moment, trying to think.

Where am I?

The space he was in was dark, but he was not completely sightless. There was a gray light in the air that revealed gray cement walls covered in graffiti. There was a roof over the walls, also gray, but the darkness clung to it like a fog of waiting bats.

Robert struggled and finally lifted his head from the floor again. A few brave rats that had moved forward squeaked and backed off. About twenty yards away was the bottom of a wide concrete stairwell that seemed to go up and up and up to where the misty gray light came from. There was a score of brown and black rats milling in the space between him and the stairwell.

Robert reached a hand forward, toward the bottom step, but his body couldn’t follow. He pushed with his right foot and inched forward a little. He tried with his left and the stabbing pain shot through his body again and his vision went black.

When he opened his eye again he guessed only a few seconds had passed. There were no rats on him and the light was no brighter. He remembered where he was, though. It was a section of unfinished subway tunnel in Cincinnati, Ohio. He’d come here to ...

No. I won’t think about that. I have to get out of here.

His left leg hurt unbelievably bad. Even worse than his chest, shoulders, ribs, and face. He could still open only one eye. His mouth was dry. He licked his lips, tasted old blood, and felt the swelling. His breathing wasn’t right. He managed to lift a hand and felt his smashed nose. More pain as the blob in the middle of his face wiggled under his touch.

With a huge effort, Robert rolled onto his back. The exertion left him weak and panting. He could taste blood in the back of his throat. After several minutes, he got his elbows, then his hands under him and pushed himself to a sitting position. His head slumped to his chest and he thought he would black out again, but he didn’t. His plain gray T-shirt was covered in dried, sticky blood. He moved his hands to his left knee, but he could already see the swelling. His faded jeans were tight around the engorged joint. The lightest touch brought a gasp of pain and he fell over onto his side, his fists clenched as he fought the pain.

When he was able to think again, he looked back toward the stairwell and the source of the gray light at the very top. It might be Heaven. It was definitely the street level. He could get help there. If he could just make it that far.

Using his hands and his one good leg, Robert pushed himself a few inches toward the stairs. Reluctantly, the rodents moved aside, protesting in their high, squeaky voices.

A few more inches, then his body sagged, his forehead bobbed a couple of times, then came to rest on the pavement again. His vision darkened.
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“She’s a hooker.”

Scott Richardson’s voice was a hushed whisper. Robert Prince turned away from his spot behind the shrub and looked at his new friend. Scott was his age, thirteen, with very blond hair parted in the middle and feathered back from his temples, blue eyes, and a triangular face that at the moment stared in rapt but contemptuous fascination at the woman putting a key into the lock of the front door of her house.

“A hooker?” Tim asked. “What’s that?” Tim was only eleven, just slightly pudgy, with sandy hair parted on the side in a rather old-fashioned way.

Scott shushed Tim for being too loud. All three boys watched the woman. She was about five feet, four inches tall, with long wavy brown hair that hung loose to the middle of her back. She wore a flowing blouse of thick white, red, and brown horizontal stripes, long sleeved, and a short black skirt that flared over her hips. Black stockings ran from under the skirt to her high-heeled shoes. Her front door opened and she went inside, closing the door behind her. The boys stayed behind the hedge that separated her little house on the corner from the one next door, the one between hers and Scott’s.

“What’s a hooker?” Tim repeated his question.

Robert was pretty sure he knew, but he waited for Scott to answer. Scott had just moved here from Tulsa. Tulsa was a much bigger city than Enid, so Scott probably knew more about such things.

“She has sex for money,” Scott answered. “Anyone with the money to pay can have sex with her.”

“Anyone?” Tim asked, his gray eyes bugging in their sockets? “Like us?”

“Sure,” Scott said. “If we had the money.”

“How much?” Tim asked.

“More than we’ll ever have,” Robert said.

“Maybe she’d give us a discount since it would be our first time,” Tim said hopefully.

“Your first time,” Scott corrected smugly, finally turning away from the closed door to look at the youngest friend. He smirked.

“You have not had sex,” Tim challenged. “Not really.”

Scott shrugged. “Believe what you want,” he said in an uncaring tone.

“I don’t think she’s a hooker,” Robert said. “She doesn’t look like the kind who’d do that.”

“Oh yeah?” Scott scoffed. “And what do those kind look like?”

“I don’t know,” Robert said. “I think they’d show more skin, wear more makeup. You know, just look like the hookers on the TV cop shows.”

“That stuff’s not real life,” Scott answered. “She’s a real-life hooker.”

“I don’t think so,” Robert said, sticking to his conviction. “She’s too pretty.”

“Oh man, you never fall in love with a hooker,” Scott said, laughing. “You just fuck ‘em and get out before their pimp beats the hell out of you for staying so long the next customer can’t get her.”

Robert started to protest more as Tim watched the two older boys with wide, fascinated eyes, but just then, from across the intersection, Tim’s mom stepped onto the front porch and started yelling the boy’s name.

“Dinner time,” Tim said, jumping to a standing position. “See ya!” He hurried away from the line of shrubbery, across Ash Avenue, then across 19th Street where it cut north and south, across the yard of a childless corner house and under the giant oak tree in his own front yard. He and his mom exchanged some words, then went inside.

It was mid-May and the days had lengthened, but the sky was turning gray with a bright reddish-orange band to the west. Tim’s family ate dinner late. Robert and Scott had already eaten at their homes. Robert knew he had to go home and get ready for bed. He still had a couple of weeks of school. Scott’s mom had decided he could skip the last weeks of school since they’d just moved to Enid the week before. Still, Robert didn’t want to go.

“I just don’t think she’s a hooker,” Robert said. “Why would she live around here?”

“Where else would she live? Does this town have a place where only hookers live, like the niggers on the south side?”

Robert shrugged. He’d never considered such a thing.

“Look at her car,” Scott urged, pointing to the car in the woman’s driveway. 

Robert had seen the car, of course. It had been the sleek muscle car that first drew the boys’ attention to the woman. It was a brand new red Trans Am with the black firebird outlined in gold on the hood. It crouched like a sleeping jungle cat in the gloom of the evening. Maybe she’d just bought the car, or maybe she’d just moved into the neighborhood last Monday when Robert first saw the car. He didn’t know.

“You think she bought a car like that working as a secretary or a school lunch lady?” Scott demanded. “No way. She’s selling her pussy. I guarantee it.”

Robert cringed at the harsh words, but didn’t argue any further. For the first time, he wondered about his friendship with this new boy in the neighborhood. Scott lacked the tact of most of the other kids in the area, always using rougher language, always very confident that whatever he said was absolute fact, and he had a habit of randomly punching people in the arm without provocation or warning.

“Well, I have to go home,” Robert said. “The streetlight will be on in a few minutes.”

“You’ve got time,” Scott argued. “I’ll beat you on my slot car track.”

It was tempting. Robert loved slot car racing. His grandparents had bought him a small track, but it had never worked very well. Scott had a great set up, given to him by his dad. As Scott said, the old man tried to show he still loved his son by buying him whatever he wanted to make up for leaving Scott’s mom.

“No, man, I gotta go,” Robert said.

“Be a pussy then,” Scott told him.

“My mom will ground me if I’m not home when the light comes on. She threw my bike into the storm cellar last time,” Robert tried to reason. The loss of a bicycle meant the loss of the ability to travel with the pack of kids who prowled the three or four streets east of the elementary school they’d all attended. It was one of the worst punishments a parent could give, topped only by being grounded to the house or yard.

“Fine,” Scott answered. He turned away and walked across the yard to his own house without looking back at Robert. The new boy went inside and closed the door behind him.

Robert walked slowly to the edge of the shrub line, then around it and through the yard of the woman they’d watched, staying near the curb. Movement caught his eye and he looked up at the house in time to see her silhouette move across the living room behind a thin orange curtain hung over the front window. In his mind he saw her face, light brown, Indian or Mexican or something, with dark eyes and a gentle nose and full pink lips, all framed by her thick hair like a pecan shell that fell like a waterfall around her shoulders.

He suddenly feared she would come to the window, push the curtain aside, and look at him, knowing what Scott had said about her and think that Robert agreed with him. Robert pulled his eyes away from the house and hurried across the dirt road that divided Scott’s part of the neighborhood from his own, from the part where all his old friends lived. As he walked the block to his home he recounted the name of each family that lived in the houses he passed. Not all had children, but many of them did and he knew them all, even if they were too young or too old to be part of the group that gathered for games of kickball, hide-and-seek, or other such kid games.

His own home was a modest single story frame house with dark green siding he remembered his parents painting shortly after they moved here when he was five years old; the house had been a dark blue and his mom had hated that. Robert didn’t see much difference between having a blue house and having a green house, but changing the color of their new home had been done almost immediately. Robert went quickly up the two cement steps to the front porch. The door wasn’t locked. There was no reason to lock the door because nothing bad ever happened in this neighborhood, but he knew his dad would go around and make sure the house was locked up before going to bed.

His parents were sitting in the living room when he came in. They were watching a variety show on the big console television, the studio audience laughing at jokes that Robert seldom understood.

“Did you have any homework?” his mom asked. She sat nestled into one corner of the sofa. Robert’s dad sat across the room in an avocado green cloth recliner, his feet propped up.

“I did it before supper,” Robert answered.

“Well, you can play for a while before bed,” she said, her eyes moving quickly between Robert and the TV.

“Okay.” Robert didn’t like to call what he did “play” anymore. He still liked to set up plastic army men or cowboys and Indians around his bedroom and shoot them down with rubber bands, and sometimes he’d get out his old Hot Wheels drag racing set and run a tournament to see which car was fastest, but “playing” was something little kids did. He went to his room and closed the door. A poster of Charlie’s Angels star Farrah Fawcett hung on the wall over his bed. Robert’s dad had put it there before Robert even knew who the actress was; he suspected his dad had wanted the poster and used Robert’s room as an excuse to get it. Beside it was a poster of the rock band KISS standing on Plexiglas blocks, one of Dallas Cowboys quarterback Roger Staubach, plus several posters of wolves, sharks, and other animals.

Robert flopped onto his bed and stared at the ceiling, but his mind saw the mysterious woman down the street as she got out of her mighty Firebird, one stockinged leg sliding out, then the other, her skirt pushed high up her legs for a moment. He recalled the confident way she walked from the driveway to the steps of her porch and up them to her front door, totally unaware she was being watched. He remembered the look of the sunlight on her hair and her skin like honey.

He wondered how old she was.

Could he ask her for her name?

Was she really a hooker like Scott claimed?

He didn’t think so.

An ache in his groin made him realize he had an erection. He looked at the bulge in his jeans and considered for a minute unzipping and pulling on it, but knew his mother would be opening his door soon to tell him it was time for bed. Robert shifted his legs, hoping the change in position would lessen the pressure his swollen member felt against his jeans. It did little good. He gave up, collected his pajamas, and went to the bathroom to take a bath. He masturbated into a wad of toilet paper as the tub filled, then flushed the mess down the toilet.

If he ever talked to the woman, would she know what he’d done? How would she feel about it?

Robert bathed quickly, dressed in his blue cotton blend pajamas, and brushed his teeth before going back to his bedroom. He read for a while from a Jack London novel, then lay in the dark for over an hour before sleep found him.
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The strains of Journey’s song “Open Arms” faded and some Duran Duran song Robert didn’t know followed it. He and his senior prom date, Carol Lynn, moved off the dance floor. He asked if she wanted punch. She declined. They sat on folding chairs and looked out over the dance floor.

“I don’t like New Wave music,” Carol said.

“Me, neither,” Robert agreed. His rented powder blue tuxedo was the most uncomfortable thing he’d ever worn. The collar and necktie choked him, the jacket restricted his arm movement, and the waist of the pants was at least an inch too small, pinching him around the hips. He didn’t like dancing. He couldn’t really dance. On the slow songs, they moved in an erratic pattern, holding each other close.

The song was over, but an up tempo Culture Club song followed it, so Robert and Carol remained where they were. She was a moderately attractive girl with a good figure and thick, bleach-blonde hair. She wore a floor-length orange dress that was cut low in the front and back. Robert had awkwardly pinned a baby blue corsage onto her dress when he arrived at her house and her fussing mother had let him do it, then immediately turned Carol around so she could pin the flowers on better before her husband took a full roll of pictures with his shiny black 35 millimeter camera.

Carol leaned toward Robert and said into his ear, “My sister gave me the key to her house. She’s staying with a friend tonight.”

Robert turned his head to look at his date. Carol was watching him with big green eyes, her pink lips slightly parted to show her top two front teeth. It was their first date. She’d asked him to bring her to prom. Robert hadn’t planned to come. He’d known Carol for a while; she was in his homeroom and his chemistry classes and had been his lab partner for a while. The truth was, though, that he simply hadn’t dated anybody and seldom noticed girls. Now this girl who surely had other options than him was inviting him to go to an empty apartment with her.

“Okay,” Robert said. He stood up and took her hand to help her up. They walked out together, leaving the dark confines of the Hoover Building for the glaring lighting of the Garfield County Fairgrounds parking area. Robert led the way to his 1976 Chevrolet Monte Carlo and opened the door for Carol, then hurried around to his side.

Carol gave him an address on the west side of town, just a few miles away, and Robert had them in the driveway in under ten minutes. It was a small brick house with a tiny porch. The light beside the front door was on, burning with one of those yellow bulbs that’s supposed to keep the bugs away. It was mid-April and there weren’t enough bugs around to determine if the bulb was working.

“There’s nobody home?” Robert asked.

“Nobody,” Carol said, her voice soft and a little nervous.

“I ... I didn’t bring anything,” Robert confessed. “You know, condoms, or whatever? I didn’t expect this and didn’t bring anything.”

“It’s okay,” she said soothingly. “I’m on the pill.”

They stood under the yellow bulb while Carol pulled a key from her purse. She slid it into the lock and Robert couldn’t help but compare the key and lock to himself and the girl he was with. Except that key and that lock had both been used before. He was eighteen years old, the year was 1984, but he was still a virgin. He was pretty sure he knew what to do, but without any experience he didn’t know if he’d be any good for Carol. Was she a virgin? He wondered. Would a virgin bring a guy to an empty house like this? She seemed pretty confident in what she was doing. The door opened and Carol stepped into the house. Robert followed.

There was a single light on in the living room, a lamp on a dark wood end table beside a sofa done in a floral pattern. Mounted on the wall behind the sofa was a gold-framed print of a country road with tree branches forming an arch over the byway. The space between the trees was dark and gloomy, while the road, despite the canopy, was well lit.

“The bedroom is this way,” Carol said as she crossed the living room and entered a short, dark hallway. There were three open doors in the hallway. The first was a bedroom, but it was filled with stacked boxes, some of which were partially open and unpacked. The second was a small bathroom. The third was the master bedroom with a queen-sized bed. Another small lamp gave off a soft light from a low table beside the headboard of the bed. “Will you help me with my zipper?” Carol asked. She turned her back toward Robert.

The back of the dress scooped low, showing an inverted triangle of smooth, tanned skin that pointed to a zipper that went from just below the middle of her back down to her upper buttocks. Robert saw that his hand was trembling as he reached out and took hold of the tiny head of the zipper. He had to hold the top of the zipper with his free hand as he pulled the head down, exposing more tanned skin beneath the loosened fabric.

“Have you done this before?” Robert asked.

Carol turned to face him, holding her dress so it didn’t fall below her breasts. “No,” she answered.

“Why tonight?” Robert asked. “Why me?”

“Don’t you know, Robert?” she asked, her voice sounding a little hurt. “I’ve liked you since ninth grade. I always wanted you to ask me out, but you never did. You never dated anyone else, either. So I made myself ask you to prom. I didn’t think you’d say yes, but you did. I want you to like me, so ...”

She let go of her dress. The satin fabric whispered over her large breasts and pooled on the floor in a ring around her feet. She wore only thin white cotton panties as she stood before him with her arms almost rigid at her sides.

Robert couldn’t say anything. He stared at the naked girl wonderingly. She was the first fully developed naked girl he’d ever seen in real life.

“Do you like it?” Carol asked. “I went to one of those tanning places.”

In the dim light her skin was a golden bronze, even over her breasts. Robert imagined her lying naked in a tanning booth, working on a tan for him. It was a sweet gesture. There was a twitch in his groin as his penis awoke to the situation at hand.

“You’re beautiful,” Robert said to the girl.

“Is this your first time, too?” she asked.

Robert nodded. “Yeah. I won’t be any good. I’m sorry.”

“I just hope it doesn’t hurt too much,” she said, and tried to smile a little as she did. “Do you want to kiss me, Robert? I want you to.”

“Okay,” he agreed. He stepped forward and she raised her arms and put them around his shoulders while he put his hands on her waist. Her skin was soft and warm. He felt himself hardening in his pants. Carol closed her eyes and tilted her head up slightly. Robert bent, letting his eyes close as he moved toward her waiting mouth.

The vision came fast and hard and unbidden. It was another time, another woman, a different expression on her face. Revulsion. Fear. Maybe terror.

Robert’s eyes snapped open and his movement stopped, his lips less than an inch from Carol’s. She sensed his hesitation and opened her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Robert blinked at her, then stepped away. Her face was the face of the other woman. She was afraid of him. Despite how he felt, how he never would have hurt her, she was afraid of him. He took another step back and felt his body trembling.

“Robert? Are you okay?” Even her voice was the other woman’s voice.

Robert became aware that he was panting and sweating. “Alia?” he asked, breathless. His chest felt tight, constricted, and he wondered if he was having a heart attack at age eighteen. Why was it so dark in here? “Alia?” he asked again as the woman stepped toward him. The name made her stop, though.

“Who’s Alia?” The voice was cold, hard, and filled with pain.

Robert blinked and saw plain, simple Carol standing in front of him in nothing but her underwear. She had tears hovering at the edges of her eyes, one hand still reaching toward him.

“I’m sorry,” Robert croaked. “I’m sorry, Carol. I ... I have to go. I’m sorry.” He turned and ran from the house, off the porch and to his car, leaving the front door of the little house open behind him. He drove away without looking back.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A LIGHT
B

STEVEN'E. WEDEL






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
MoonHowler Press





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





