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PANDORA DRIVE




PROLOGUE

A cloudless night
sky, stars spread out against the blackness from one horizon to the
other. The air humid and sticky, cool instead of hot, though the
ground beneath her sandaled feet still felt warm, as if it hoarded
the heat it had absorbed during the day and was reluctant to give
it up. The stars were alone in the sky, for tonight was a new moon.
The name had never made any sense to Damara. How could something be
new if you couldn’t see it? She knew the moon was still out
there somewhere, but instead of being a glowing blue-white, it was
completely black. She supposed calling it a “dark moon” wouldn’t
sound as nice, but it would be more accurate.

A small dark form darted above Damara’s head,
dipping and darting in a zig-zag pattern. But she wasn’t afraid.
She loved bats, thought they were cool … at a distance, anyway. As
she watched the bat – at least she assumed it was a bat; she
couldn’t really tell for sure in the dark – a delicious shiver ran
though her body. She couldn’t believe that she’d really done it,
that she really was here. Tristan and she had talked about
sneaking into Riverfork in the middle of the night at least a
million times. But neither of them had ever done anything about it.
Until now.

You’d never do it, Mara, so don’t pretend
like you would. You don’t even like to go any farther than your
backyard if you don’t have to. You’d never really go into a
deserted amusement park at night. Never ever.

That’s what Tristan had said this afternoon
on the school bus when she’d started talking about visiting
Riverfork again. She wasn’t certain why he’d suddenly become such a
butt-head about it and refused to play along like he always had.
Maybe it was because he was a year older than her and would be
thirteen next year. Maybe he’d decided to get a head start on being
a stuck-up, obnoxious teenager. Whatever the reason, she was
looking forward to seeing Tristan tomorrow and telling him about
her adventure – and showing him some souvenir that she’d
bring back. A sign, maybe, or some piece of abandoned equipment.
Anything would do, as long as it was proof.

She could hear Tristan now.

No freakin’ way!

Tristan always replaced swear words with
less-harsh substitutes, as if he wanted to talk like an adult but
couldn’t quite bring himself to.

You gotta be shishin’ me! You really did it
… snuck out and went down to Riverfork – in the middle of the night
– all by yourself. No-freakin’-way!

And then, best of all: Geez, Mara, I’m
really sorry for what I said yesterday. I guess I was wrong about
you.

Damara giggled at the thought of Tristan’s
grudging apology, her laughter sounding louder than it would’ve
during the day, brittle, echoing, and with the slightest edge of
hysteria to it.

Okay, so maybe she was afraid of being
here … in the dark. Just a little, anyway.

Framed against the night sky, the silhouettes
of Riverfork’s ghosts surrounded her: the dark circle of a Ferris
wheel, the twisting artificial canals of a log ride, the support
beams and undulating track of a roller coaster, and many more.
Surely they had once had names … Round-and-Around, Lumberjack
Falls, the Whipcrack… But whatever they had once been called,
whatever names had been used to thrill and entice kids both young
and old to buy a ticket they could exchange for a five-minute
thrill had long ago been lost. Riverfork – so named because it was
built on the western bank of the Clearwater River that flowed
through town, a river that forked into two smaller branches just
south of the park – had been closed since before Damara was born.
And since she, like any eleven-year-old, couldn’t conceive of a
world that had existed without her, that meant the park had been
closed always and forever.

No one knew why Riverfork had been shut down.
At least, none of the kids she knew, which to her young girl’s mind
was pretty much everyone in the world. Some said it was because the
river overflowed its banks one exceptionally rainy spring and
flooded the park. The water damage had been so severe that the
owner couldn’t afford to fix it and had instead shut the park down.
Other kids said it was because Riverfork couldn’t compete with
Kings Island once it was built in the late sixties (right after the
dinosaurs went extinct). Kings Island was only a forty-minute drive
away, if that, and it was like a zillion times better than
Riverfork, which mostly had a bunch of kiddie rides anyway. But
Damara’s favorite story, one that Tristan and she told each other
often, was that Riverfork had been the scene of a grisly
roller-coaster accident that had forced the park’s closure. An
entire set of cars had jumped the track, sailed through the air,
their riders’ screams changing from cries of delight to shrieks of
pure terror as the cars plunged down toward the fully occupied
Ferris wheel. The crash of course had been spectacular, and the
causalities high.

Whatever the reason, mundane or sensational,
Riverfork was closed and had stayed closed, its only visitors
teenagers looking for a place to get drunk, get stoned, and get
laid (though not necessarily in that order). Unless the spirits of
all those people who died on the roller-coaster accident still
wandered the park in a ghostly daze, trying to figure out how their
day of fun had turned so bad so fast.

Stop it! she told herself. You know
you shouldn’t think things like that!

Damara wished she’d brought a different
flashlight than the one she carried stuck handle-first in the back
pocket of her shorts. She’d gotten it out of the junk drawer in the
kitchen before going to bed, and she’d hid it under her pillow
while she’d waited for her mom and dad to finish watching the
evening news, brush their teeth, and go to bed. She’d waited a
whole other hour, lying in the dark, staring up at her ceiling and
glancing at the digital alarm clock on her dresser ever few
minutes. When she couldn’t stand waiting any longer she got up –
still dressed in T-shirt and shorts – slipped on her sandals,
grabbed the flashlight, and opened her bedroom window just high
enough for her to squeeze through.

The flashlight had worked just fine at first,
but soon after she’d crawled over the chain-link fence that
enclosed their backyard, the light had begun to flicker, and it
continued flickering as she made her way through the short stretch
of woods that sloped downhill from her house toward the river – and
Riverfork. By the time she reached the rusty locked gate that
closed off the entrance to the park, she was smacking the
flashlight every few seconds to keep it illuminated, and after she
found the loose board in the wooden wall that surrounded the park –
a board Tristan and she had tugged on experimentally many times,
though always during the day, and never had they gone further than
prying the board back and peeking inside – the stupid flashlight
had died on her. She didn’t know if the batteries were weak or if
there was some kind of loose connection, or if she’d broken the
little bulb inside by smacking the flashlight so hard in her
attempts to keep it lit. It didn’t really matter, though. She’d
made it inside Riverfork. So she’d stuck the useless flashlight in
her pocket and began exploring the park by starlight, the
flashlight handle bumping into her right butt cheek as she walked.
She hoped that if she left it off long enough, maybe the batteries
would recharge of something, and she’d have some light to see by so
she could make her way home. She knew she was bullshitting herself
(bullshishing, Tristan would say), that batteries didn’t
work like that, but the thought made her feel a little better
nevertheless.

A breeze blew through the park, and Damara
folded her arms over her chest. Though she was only eleven, she was
already beginning to develop breast buds, and the cold night air
had hardened her nipples. So when she brushed them while folding
her arms, the sensation was so tickley-shivery that she yelped as
if she’d been pinched. She wished she’d brought a jacket or even a
light sweater. Though late August in Southwestern Ohio could be
(and often was) hot and humid as a motherbucket, as Tristan would
say, the nights could feel more like September or even October. For
all the warmth provided by her Wonder Woman T-shirt, shorts, and
sandals, she might as well be wandering around the park naked.

The thought made her giggle and this time her
nipples felt tingly-warm. For a moment, she was tempted to really
do it, to take off her clothes, toss them to the ground, and let
the night air caress her skin. She imagined the air’s kiss making
her nipples so swollen that they ached. She felt heat spreading
through her vagina (her virginia, Tristan might say),
burrowing inside her as if something warm and furry were exploring
the hidden recesses of her body. She got as far as lifting her
T-shirt up over her taut belly before a piece of the night swooped
down toward her.

She squealed, let her shirt drop back down,
and ducked. She could feel a swoosh of air as the bat traced the
course of her spine, arced upward, and soared off to rejoin the
darkness. Except maybe it wasn’t a bat. Maybe it was
something else, something…

She straightened and looked up at the sky,
trying to find the bat (or whatever it was), flying somewhere above
her. After a moment’s searching, she saw a shadowy form circling in
the air, but the bat seemed larger, its flight slower, its wings –
were there four of them now? – beating the humid air more heavily.
And it was making a noise that sounded nothing like the bat
screeches she’d heard on Scooby-Doo cartoons. This sound was a
combination of a sheep’s bleat and fingernails being dragged across
sheet metal.

She felt a tingling at the base of her skull,
as if someone were lightly brushing fingers across her skin. Fear
hit her like a punch to the stomach, and she began whispering
aloud.

“It’s a bat, just a bat, nothing else, just
an ordinary furry, pug-nosed, beady-eyed, leather-winged
bat-bat-bat…” And as she said this in a breathy whisper that was
almost a chant, she thought of a polar bear standing in a blizzard.
An image that was white, whiter than white, blank, nothing.

The bat was bat-sized again, flying fast and
silent as it continued on its nightly mission to keep the insect
population in check.

Damara let out a shaky breath. She’d kept
it from happening again.

Maybe she shouldn’t have come here. The dark,
the shadows, the shapes… They were like black construction paper,
black Play-Doh, black paint … just waiting for her to reach out,
take hold, and being working, molding, using them to make
something different, new, and special. The shadowy forms of the
park attractions seemed to lean in closer toward her, as if they
were listening to her thoughts, eagerly waiting to find out what
she would do with them.

Damara squeezed her eyes shut. “Polar bear,
polar bear, polar bear, polar bear…”

White … blank … nothing.

She could hear her father’s voice, half
angry, half scared.

You have to be more careful, Dee. You could
… could hurt someone. Not that you’d ever do it on purpose,
sweetheart. You wouldn’t, you’re a good girl, your mother and I
know that. But if you’re not careful, what happened to your
brother…

That was definitely a polar-bear
thought, and Damara squashed it good and hard. She shouldn’t have
come here, shouldn’t have let her fight with Tristan get to her
like that. She should –

She heard the scrape of a shoe on gravel
coming from somewhere out in the darkness. Damara’s first thought
was that Tristan had somehow figured out what she’d planned
tonight, that he’d been watching from his bedroom window across the
street, saw her crawl through her own open window and snuck out
after her. It would be just like that buttwipe to follow her and
ruin her chance to rub her adventure in his face tomorrow.

She turned toward the sound – though in the
dark it was hard for her to tell exactly which direction it had
come from – and was about to call out to Tristan, when she heard a
voice.

“Dee? Where are you? I know you’re here
somewhere! I heard you sneak out!”

She took in a small gasp of air, and her
heart – which was already pounding fast – began to race. Omigod! It
was Daddy!

“You know you’re not supposed to leave home,
Dee. Not unless you have to. You know what can happen.”

Damara wanted to run, but her feet refused to
move. Normally, she wasn’t afraid of Daddy. He was kind, sweet,
funny … until he thought that there was danger of her doing
it again.

“I was going to call out before you left the
yard, but I decided to wait and see what you were up to.”

His voice sounded closer now, but Damara
didn’t see any sign of him in the darkness. She wondered why he
didn’t have a flashlight, but then she realized that since she’d
taken the one in the junk drawer, Daddy probably hadn’t had enough
time to look for another before setting out to follow her. That was
a lucky break, for if he didn’t have a light to shine on her, if
she was quiet enough and fast enough, maybe she’d be able to get
away and hide from him, maybe even sneak past him and head back
home, take off her clothes, hide the flashlight, and crawl back
into bed before he got back. Then she could try to pretend that
she’d been asleep all along. She didn’t really think it would work,
knew that Daddy had probably checked her bedroom before going
outside, but it was the only plan she could come up with to escape
her daddy’s anger – and the punishment he was certain to dole out
for her midnight expedition – and she had to go with it, regardless
of how slim her chances for success were.

“What you’re doing is dangerous, Dee. For any
kid, not just you. Hell, it’s dangerous for an adult to be
wandering around here in the dark.” He chuckled then, the sound so
close that Damara thought she could almost feel her father’s breath
on her face. “People’s imaginations can run wild in the dark,
sweetheart. They can get really scared and do some foolish things
that might get themselves hurt. But we know what happens when
your imagination runs wilds, don’t we, Dee?”

She could tell that Daddy was fighting to
sound calm, but she could hear suppressed anger in his voice,
alongside fear. Fear of her, of what she might do.

“C’mon, Dee. Just tell me where you are so I
can find you and we’ll go back home together. I won’t even tell
your mom about tonight. It’ll be our little secret, okay?”

Damara heard another scrape of shoe on
gravel, and she was certain Daddy was real close now, maybe close
enough to reach out and grab her if he knew which direction to
reach in. Damara grabbed hold of the flashlight and pulled it out
of her pocket. She guessed which direction her father was and threw
the flashlight the opposite way. A couple second later plastic
clattered on asphalt, and without waiting to see if Daddy took the
bait, Damara started running. Her sandals made a
thwop-thwop-thwop sound as she ran, and she wished she’d
thought of taking them off before she’d started running. Too late
now.

She’d been inside the park long enough for
her eyes to adjust somewhat, and she headed toward what she guessed
was a building of some sort. She had no idea whether the door would
be locked or not – assuming she could even find the door in the
dark – but since Daddy didn’t have a flashlight, even if he figured
out which direction she’d run, she wouldn’t have to go inside to
hide. She could go around the side of the building, flatten herself
against the wall, and wait until Daddy got tired of looking for her
and gave up. All she had to do was reach the building…

And that’s when Daddy
turned on his flashlight.

Jerry Ruschmann saw
his daughter scamper away from his flashlight beam as if she were
some manner of nocturnal animal that he’d startled. He started to
call out to her again, but he stopped himself. If words were going
to make her come to him, they would’ve done so by now. He tried to
track her with the flashlight – one that he kept in his nightstand
drawer in case the power went out in the middle of the night – but
she was moving so fast, all he caught were glimpses of her long
brown hair flying in the wind, skinny arms and legs pumping as if
her life depended on her mustering all the speed she was capable
of.

He felt a pang of guilt then, for he knew
that Dee (he never thought of her as Damara; that was name her
mother had insisted on), ran because she was afraid of him,
afraid of what he might do to punish her. Jerry didn’t want to
punish her, nor did he want to be out here with her alone, in the
dark, in an abandoned amusement part that he had visited so many
times as a child back when Riverfork had been a going concern. In
truth, though he would never admit this to anyone, had never even
told his wife, though he was certain she suspected, he was scared
of Dee. Oh, he loved her plenty, too, as much as he could imagine
loving anyone. And that was why, despite his fear, he had followed
her tonight.

He started jogging after Damara, keys
jingling in the pocket of his jeans he’d hastily pulled on before
leaving the house, gut bobbling beneath the too-small T-shirt he
slept in. He’d put on some weight in the last year or so, drinking
too much beer, eating too much crap, and just getting older, he
figured. But he regretted every extra ounce now, and he was gulping
for breath and hoping that his pounding heart wasn’t going to
explode on him in protest for making it work so hard.

Goddamn, better get myself a gym
membership for Christmas, Jerry thought. And maybe start
cutting back on the quarter pounders, too.

The flashlight bounced around in his grip as
he ran, making it even harder to keep track of Damara. But he was
able to see that she was heading toward a building with dingy,
cracked mirrors covering the outside walls. There was a faded sign
over the entrance, and though the letters had been worn by wind,
rain, and time, he could still read them. Alacrity’s Spectatorium.
It was a hall of mirrors, and Damara was running pell-mell toward
the entrance.

“Don’t.” He tried to shout, but the word came
out as a whisper. He continued running toward the building,
momentarily losing sight of Damara in the darkness. He came to a
panting, sweating, pulse-throbbing stop outside the building’s
mirrored doors, then bent over and struggled to catch his breath.
Though he couldn’t count the number of times he’d come to Riverfork
as a kid and later a teen, he had no trouble recalling how many
times he’d been inside this place. Exactly once. He wasn’t sure
what “Spectatorium” meant, or who or what “Alacrity” was, but it
was just a fancy name for a hall of mirrors. And it had scared the
holy living shit out of him when he was little. The confusing maze
of mirrors, the distorted nightmarish images looking out at him
from behind the glass… The thought of going back in there after
close to thirty years, going back in there with Dee, was
almost enough to make him piss his pants. But regardless of
whatever else she might be, Damara was just a little girl, and he
was her daddy. He couldn’t let her run around in there, alone, in
the dark, no matter how much he might have wanted to.

He straightened, sweat cold and clammy on his
skin. He took in a last shuddering breath and, flashlight held
tight, pushed open the door and entered Alacrity’s Spectatorium.
And if someone had told him that he would never walk out again, he
wouldn’t have been surprised. Not in the slightest.

 



CHAPTER
ONE

Damara sat on a
folding chair in front of her bedroom window. The chair wasn’t
especially comfortable, but since she could fold it up and slide it
under her bed, she could keep her mother from knowing how much time
she spent sitting here, looking out at the world. She used to have
a more comfortable chair, an old recliner that had once belonged to
her dad, but her mother had given it away to Amvets last year,
saying, It’s not good for you to sit and stare out the window
all day, but meaning so much more.

Damara had been forced to stand or kneel in
front of her window after that, until one day when Mom was taking a
shower, and Damara decided to go down to the basement. Tucked away
in one musty corner she found an old card table and a couple
chairs. On impulse, she’d carried one of the chairs upstairs and
quickly hid it beneath her bed before Mom could finish her shower.
Damara had felt foolish at the time, sneaking around like a little
kid. After all, she was twenty-eight. Still, she knew that
if Mom ever found out about the folding chair, she’d take it away,
just as Damara knew that she’d do nothing to stop her.

Mom had gone to grocery shopping this
afternoon, though, and Damara could sit and look out the window all
she wanted. Mom often ran other errands when she went out,
sometimes even had lunch with friends or went out to a movie.
Damara wondered what it would be like to see a movie in a real
theater. She hadn’t gone to a cinema since she was quite young, and
she had no memory of the experience. But she didn’t need a theater,
did she? She had her window.

Two of them, actually: one that faced east
and one that faced south. Through the east window she could see
across the street and had great views of the Ledfords’ house and
the Marcinos’. Out the south window was the next door neighbors’
house, and she had a decent view of both the Coltons’ front and
back yards. But she had to be careful using the south window, for
it lined up almost perfectly with the Coltons’ bedroom. Emma Colton
was quite the neighborhood busy-body and spent more time peering
through windows than Damara did. Plus, her husband Kenneth gave
Damara the creeps. A couple years ago, Damara had knelt in front of
the south window (she’d kept the recliner in front of the east
window, and it was too heavy to move easily). She craned her head
to see the Coltons’ front yard, and when she saw that nothing was
happening, she started to turn to view the back. But as her gaze
passed over the Coltons’ bedroom window, she saw Kenneth there,
staring out at her with a blank expression. She froze, unable to
tear her gaze away from the old man’s, unable to do anything save
watch as a slow smile stretched across his face, revealing two rows
of yellowed, crooked teeth. It was a smile without humor or joy,
and it didn’t reach his eyes. They remained cold and
expressionless.

As if shrugging off a hypnotic spell, Damara
had stood, reached for the curtain cord and closed the curtains.
Afterward, she’d sat on the side of her bed and trembled for the
better part of a half hour. Since then, she hadn’t used the south
window much. But sometimes when she passed by it, regardless of
whether the curtains were open or closed, she felt Kenneth Colton’s
gaze on her, but whenever she got up the courage to look (which
wasn’t often), she never saw him.

So this afternoon, as on most days, it was
the east window through which Damara viewed the world – or at
least, her little corner of it. Though Pandora Drive wasn’t the
busiest street in town, she usually found enough to keep her
entertained. The street ran through a suburban neighborhood whose
best days were behind it. The houses had been built in the forties
and fifties, all of them two-story cape cods with red brick and
green or black shingled roofs and shutters to match. The yards were
small and devoid of any landscaping touches except for the
occasional flowerbed. There were few garages in the neighborhood,
so most residents parked in their driveways or on the street. About
half the houses on the street were in need of some sort of
improvement – new roof, new shutters, new porch – and most of the
cars were used, with dents and scratches, rust-nibbled frames,
patches of primer and smears of bondo.

Once, this had been one of the nicer
neighborhoods in town, especially back when the amusement park had
been thriving. But after Riverfork had closed down, the
neighborhood had begun a gradual process of decay, as if the park’s
dissolution were slowly spreading. Pandora Drive wasn’t a dump, and
it was still safe enough, but it wasn’t what it used to be,
either.

It was early October, and the leaves on the
oak and elm trees that lined both sides of the street were
beginning to change color, from shades of green to a riot of
oranges, reds, browns, and yellows. Before too many more days
passed, Kenneth Colton would be outside with his leaf blower,
battling the season to keep his yard as immaculate as possible.
Across the street, Anne Marcino would wait until her yard was
completely covered, then she and her young daughter would go
outside, rake the leaves into one big pile, and then both of them
would take turns jumping into it until the leaves were scattered
all over the yard, and they’d laugh, pick up their rakes, and start
the process all over again. Damara’s mom would just pay one of the
teenage boys who lives down the street to rake for them, just like
Mrs. Ledford always…

Damara paused in mid-thought. She’d been
about to think, Just like Mrs. Ledford always does, except
that wasn’t the proper verb anymore, was it? Poor Mrs. Ledford had
lost her battle with cancer less than a month ago, and right now a
For Sale sign was displayed in her yard, leaves lazily drifting
down around it and forming a small mound at its base. Damara hadn’t
gone to the funeral. She’d wanted to, as much to see Tristan again
as to say goodbye to his mother, but her own mom had insisted she
stay home, “Just to be on the safe side.” Damara had been so
ashamed at missing the funeral that she hadn’t even tried to go
across the street to tell Tristan how sorry she was (not that her
mom would’ve let her), and she’d felt even more awkward about
calling. Tristan had only remained in Zephyr for a couple more days
before getting back into his rental car and, she presumed, heading
back to the airport. A realtor had stopped by the next day and put
up the For Sale sign.

Thinking about Mrs. Ledford and Tristan
depressed Damara, and she was about to give up on window watching
for the day when she heard the distant rumble of the school bus
coming down the street. She stayed where she was, hands folded in
her lap, and waited. Before long the bus came hissing to a stop in
front of the Marcinos’. The bus pulled away, a couple of children
looking out their own windows at Damara, so used were they to
seeing her sitting there. A couple waved and a few more stuck out
tongues or made similarly rude gestures. Damara, as she always did,
ignored the rude ones and waved back to the nice ones.

When the bus pulled away, Damara could see
Autumn, who hated her name, especially at this time of the year.
But whether she liked it or not, the girl certainly fit the season.
Her hair was a rich, deep auburn, and she wore a white top, brown
skirt, orange socks, and brown shoes. She was a pretty girl, and
with the way she was dressed and the leaves on the ground and in
the trees, she looked as if she belonged on the cover of a JC
Penney catalogue.

Carrying a heavy backpack, Autumn kicked
through the leaves as she crossed through the yard (she never used
the walkway) toward the front porch. Even with the window closed,
Damara could hear the leaves rustle, and she leaned forward and
rapped her knuckle against the glass three times. Autumn stopped,
turned around, saw Damara sitting at her window, and broke into a
huge grin. She dropped her backpack to the ground and ran across
the lawn toward Damara’s house. As usual, the girl didn’t bother
looking before she darted into the street, and Damara held her
breath and prayed that the child wouldn’t be struck by a car.
Autumn survived the crossing and came skipping up to Damara’s
window. Damara opened it so the two of them could talk.

“You’re going to get killed if you don’t
start looking before you cross the street,” Damara said.

Autumn made a face. “You sound just like my
mom. Next you’re probably going to tell me not to carry so many
books in my backpack.” Autumn had a bad habit of taking out a dozen
books at a time from the school library and carrying them around in
her backpack every day. Autumn’s mom Anne was always worried that
she was going to strain a muscle or develop back problems.

Damara laughed. “And you sound just like I
did when I was your age. So … how was school today?”

“It was all right. Evan chased me on the
playground again. He wouldn’t stop until I threatened to kiss him.”
Autumn frowned. “Why are boys like that, anyway?”

“Like what?” Damara asked.

“Stupid.”

Damara smiled. “Who knows? Maybe they think
that we’re the stupid ones.”

“C’mon, Damara – everyone knows that
girls are way smarter than boys!”

Everyone knows. Such a simple phrase, so
common as to be almost meaningless. But when it came to
relationships between the genders, Damara had almost no experience
to draw on, and thus had no advice to offer Autumn or how to deal
with the attentions of Evan Dorr. The only boyfriend she’d ever had
was Tristan, and it wasn’t like they’d officially dated or
anything. Not for the first time, Damara was struck by the fact
that her closest friend these days – her only friend, really – was
a ten-year-old girl. But it made sense, didn’t it? In terms of
experience, Damara wasn’t all that older than Autumn, and she
wondered how long it would be until the girl had learned more of
life than someone like Damara, someone who didn’t go out,
would ever know. How much longer until Autumn started feeling
awkward in her presence and began looking at her funny? Before she
stopped visiting the creepy woman across the street, ceased waving
to her, and eventually avoided so much as looking toward the
woman’s window as she got off the bus? Not long enough, Damara
feared.

“Did I say something wrong?” Autumn asked.
“You’re awful quiet.”

Damara realized that she’d gotten so caught
up in her self-pity – something that happened too often – and had
momentarily forgotten about Autumn. “Sorry,” she said with an
apologetic smile. “I guess my mind wandered there for a minute.
Maybe you should just tell Evan how you feel. Maybe he thinks you
like it when he chases you.”

“But I do. I mean, kinda. I mean…” She
trailed off and glanced to her left. Her eyes widened and she
paled. “Oh, no.”

Damara felt a cold twist of revulsion in her
stomach, and though she had a pretty clear notion of what was
bothering Autumn, in a soft voice she asked, “What is it?”

Autumn replied in a whisper. “Mr.
Colton.”

“He’s watching me out his front window right
now, and he’s … smiling.” Autumn shuddered.

“There’s nothing wrong with someone looking
out a window,” Damara said, more to comfort her young friend than
because she believed whatever Kenneth was doing was innocent. “Look
at me; I do it all the time.”

Damara hoped that last line would at least
elicit a smile from Autumn, but the girl didn’t react, didn’t take
her gaze off the Coltons’ house.

“It’s hard to tell, but I … I don’t think
he’s wearing a shirt.”

Damara’s revulsion grew stronger, and now it
was mixed with anger as well. She balled her hands into fists and
pressed them against her sides, but when she spoke, she fought to
keep her voice calm. “Maybe he’s just hot or something. I’d ignore
him. Besides, if I know Mrs. Hamilton, you probably have some
homework to do.”

It took an effort, but Autumn pulled her gaze
away from the shirtless Kenneth Colton and looked at Damara. “Some
history and math. But Mom always lets me wait until after supper to
do my homework.”

“And who was telling me the other day how
much she hates doing homework late because she gets so tired?”

Autumn looked sheepish. “Me.”

“So why don’t you go on home and do your
schoolwork now? That way you’ll be finished by the time your mom
gets home and you’ll have the rest of the night to do whatever you
want.”

As Damara spoke, she tried not to imagine
Kenneth standing at his front window, looking at Autumn and leering
at the little girl (he wasn’t just smiling, Damara was sure of
that), wearing no shirt … and maybe not wearing anything else,
either.

“Oh, all right,” Autumn said, but despite her
words, there was no protest in her voice. Only relief at being
given an excuse to get away from Kenneth Colton’s leering gaze.
“See you tomorrow, Damara!”

Before Damara could reply, Autumn turned and
ran. Once again, she didn’t look before crossing the street, but
this time Damara didn’t blame her. She leaned her head out the
window and looked over at the Coltons’ house, but she still
couldn’t see Kenneth from this angle. She shook her head in
disgust. She could just imagine what that horny old bastard was
thinking…

But she wasn’t supposed to imagine, was she?
It wasn’t safe.

Damara leaned back
inside, closed the window, shut the curtains and ran to her bed.
She crawled under the covers, lay her head back on the pillow and
concentrated on summoning the mental image of a polar bear in a
blizzard.

Kenneth watched
Autumn grab her backpack off the ground, carry it onto her front
porch, fish out her house key, open the door, go inside, and slam
the door shut. His window was closed, so he couldn’t hear whether
she locked the door, but he’d bet his left nut that she did.

Speaking of his left nut, Kenneth held it in
his hand, along with its matching counterpart, working them both as
it they were rubber exercise balls: squeeze, release, squeeze,
release, squeeze, release…. The sensation wasn’t pleasurable
exactly, but it was enough to make the tiny shriveled nub of flesh
that was his penis twitch, which was just about all the old boy was
capable of these days. A year and a half ago, Kenneth had traded
his ability to get an erection for having his cancerous prostate
removed before it could spread its poison throughout the rest of
his body. At the time, he’d thought it was a fair trade. Now he
wasn’t so sure.

Even though he couldn’t see Autumn anymore,
he stood at the window for several moments longer, squeezing his
balls and thinking about how pretty that little girl was. She was a
piece, all right, and if she kept on going like she was, before too
long she’d be even sexier than her mamma. Of the many things he
regretted about losing the lead in his pencil was that he’d never
had the chance to beat off while Anne Marcino was out front doing
yard work in her cut-off jeans and bikini top. But she and her
little girl had moved in only a couple weeks after he’d gotten home
from the hospital. Talk about lousy fuckin’ timing.

Kenneth was tempted to go into his bedroom,
pull up the blinds, and see if Damara had moved from her front
window to the side one. She wasn’t as pretty as Anne – a bit too
pale and bony for his taste – but beggars couldn’t be choosers,
right? But he decided against it. Damara hardly ever opened the
curtains on that window anymore. Besides, he’d just been about to
go online when he heard the school bus coming down the street. Emma
usually stayed a half hour after school let out to prepare for the
next day, and even though she had only two years to go until she
retired, his wife worked just as hard as ever. So if he wanted to
have himself a little virtual fun, he’d better get to it. Emma
didn’t seem to mind that he was a Weak Willie these days – she’d
never cared too much for sex as it was – but she could be one
jealous hellcat if he so much as glanced at another woman. If she
came home and found him squeezing his balls in front of the
computer screen, she’d probably pick up the monitor and hurl it at
the wall – and he’d be lucky if that’s all she’d do.

Kenneth padded out of the living room and
down the hall to the computer room, flaccid dick bobbling all the
way. Emma and he had never had children – kind of hard for a woman
to get pregnant if she only wants to have sex once a month – and so
they used their second bedroom as a small rec room. The computer
table was in one corner, and Emma had a chair near the window that
she sat in when she did needlepoint and cross-stitch. Since neither
Emma nor Kenneth had any friends to speak of, the banal samplers
she liked to make were framed and hung up throughout the house. In
here, there were three. A picture of a rainbow above the saying
“Miracles Happen”; a scattering of balloons against a sky-blue
background and a single word, “Joy”; and hanging above his
computer, a cartoonish man in a flannel shirt and hip waders
standing in the middle of a stream fishing (though Kenneth hated
fishing), fish leaping out of the water, the man’s line stretching
from the tip of his pole to the fish’s mouth. Beneath the picture,
this saying: “I’m hooked on you!” complete with overlarge
exclamation point. Kenneth would’ve liked nothing better than to
take all of Emma’s stupid samplers – especially the fishing one –
and toss them in the fireplace and flame on! But as satisfying as
that might be, he knew it would bring him more trouble than it was
worth.

So he sat down at the computer, turned it on,
and squeezed his balls some more as he waited for the machine to
boot up. He was trying to decide whether to go into the bedroom and
get his penis pump, and whether he’d have enough time to make use
of it before Emma got home, when the screen finally flickered to
life. He worked the mouse with one hand while he kept working his
balls with the other, and soon he was online and ready to hit one
of his favorite porn sites. But as he started to type in the URL
(typing one-handed, of course), he changed his mind and decided to
check his e-mail. It was a special account, one that Emma didn’t
know he had, and he only received special e-mail there. He reached
the site, logged on, and saw that he had three messages
waiting.

The first two were junk
– one for a male-enhancement drug that didn’t work (as Kenneth knew
from first-hand experience) and one for cheap prescription drugs.
He deleted them both, then checked the third. It was from
NOT-E-DD@adultconnXtions.net. Naughty Double-D,
Kenneth thought, recognizing the screen name. He opened the e-mail,
repressing a surge of excitement as he did. He’d gotten enough of
these sort of messages to know better than to get his hopes up.

Dear Rawdog:

Thanks for viewing my
profile and sending me a message! And thanks for the compliments on
my picture! I have even better ones to share with the right person!
Here’s a sample:

There was an icon all by itself on the next
line, a tiny image of a camera. Kenneth was by no means a computer
expert. He’d worked in sales his entire adult life until retiring
after his prostate removal. But he’d surfed the seamier side of the
Web often enough that he was quite familiar with the endless and
ever-changing scams out there in cyberspace. He knew there was a
good chance that if he clicked on the icon, he’d end up downloading
a virus onto his computer, so he hesitated, cursor-arrow next to
the little camera, index finger resting lightly on the mouse
button. But then he figured he’d come this far, so what the
hell?

He clicked on the icon.

The monitor screen went white for a second,
and Kenneth feared that he’d gambled and lost, that a virus was
beginning to spread like wildfire through his PC’s files. But then
a picture appeared, and he knew his gamble had paid off.

He remembered the woman at once. He spent a
lot of time on the Adult ConnXtions site, usually when Emma was at
school or after she’d gone to bed. He’d viewed a lot of profiles of
female members ages eighteen to sixty, searching for what the site
euphemistically termed a “friend with benefits.” Most of the
profiles he viewed were unsuitable for one reason or another.
Either the women lived too far away, weren’t interested in someone
his age (though his own profile claimed that he was forty-eight
instead of sixty), or they were fake profiles set up by the
male-enhancement/prescription-drug scammers and their ilk. But this
woman, NOT-E-DD, lived right here in Zephyr, and though her profile
listed her age as fifty-two and her body type as “ample,” he’d
found her attractive and had sent her an e-mail saying so, though
he’d couched his admiration in somewhat raunchier terms.

But this new picture she’d sent put the one
displayed on her site profile to shame. The other picture showed
NOT-E-DD from the waist up, wearing a tight red sweater, bending
low to reveal a generous amount of cleavage. Curly red hair spilled
down over her shoulders, and for some unknown reason she was
wearing a Santa hat. She had a pretty, if somewhat plump, face and
a nice smile. One that was inviting without being too slutty (not
that there was anything wrong with slutty as far as Kenneth was
concerned). But this new picture…

She sat in an old-fashioned clawfoot bathtub,
surrounded by mounds of bubbles. But the bubbles didn’t cover her
large breasts. She held them cupped in her hands, as if she were
presenting them to the viewer – to Kenneth – to do whatever he
wanted with them. She had no Santa hat this time, but her make-up
was more pronounced, more exaggerated, more slutty in the
best possible way. Best of all was her lipstick: bubble-gum pink
with an overlying sheen of lip gloss, the sort of thing that a
horny teenage girl might wear thinking it made her seem grown-up
and sophisticated, when in truth it made her look like a dumb
whore. And though NOT-E-DD was supposed to be fifty-two, in this
picture, she seemed ten years younger.

Kenneth squeezed his balls so hard he thought
they might burst like the yolks of a couple soft-boiled eggs.
God-damn, that was one hot picture! He wished like hell that
he’d seen it before his cock became permanently deflated. He’d give
anything to be able to splooge all over those gigantic tits…

And then Kenneth felt a warmth spread through
his groin, a warmth that he knew well though it had been several
years since he’d last experienced it. He stopped squeezing his nuts
and pulled his hand away so he could get a better view of his dick.
As he watched, his penis twitched once, twice, then began to
thicken and swell, the flesh growing darker as blood rushed through
capillaries. The head of his cock became shiny and purple, and the
veins lining the shaft became thick and ropy. He couldn’t believe
it; he had achieved his first erection in over two years. And as if
his dick were a making up for lost time, his hard-on was better
than any he’d ever had, including when he’d been a teenager and it
seemed like he sported a continuous boner twenty-four hours a day.
His cock got so hard that it hurt. The skin seemed stretched so
tight he thought it had reached the limits of its elasticity and
would tear any second. And though he wasn’t sure, he thought that
his erection was larger than it had ever been, by as much as an
inch, maybe two.

Tentatively, as if afraid that he might do
something to spoil his erection if he touched it, Kenneth reached
for his penis and slowly wrapped his fingers around the shaft. The
simple act of putting pressure on his cock, however light, sent
waves of pleasure rippling along his nerve endings, and he thought
he was going to cum like a shotgun right then. But he gritted his
teeth and did his best to hold back. For all he knew, he might
never get another erection in his life, and he wanted to make it
count.

He fastened his gaze on the picture of
NOT-E-DD in the tub, offering her large, water-slick breasts to
him, and he began to stroke his cock, slowly and gently at first,
and then with increasing speed and pressure. Even though he was
only jacking off, the sensations were more intense than anything
he’d ever experienced with Emma, anything he’d ever experienced
with any woman, including all the prostitutes he
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