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Carl was hovering on the edge of consciousness when he became aware of the faint smell of pepperoni, tomato sauce and cheese. It was just strong enough to make him realize how long it had been since he'd had a filling meal.

And though physically exhausted – having spent the day moving into the old two story brownstone just a few blocks away from the university – the scent of the pizza kept luring him by the stomach and slowly pulling him out of his sleep.

Carl's first conscious thought was of a jealous annoying nature. Sure, he was grateful that his cousin Rick, now in his second year of university, had allowed him to move into the newly rented four-bedroom home with two of his classmates, the very lovely Nancy and Marty. But Carl was a freshman, completely new to town and living "on his own" and still felt a bit like an outsider among the small group of four.

The thought that Rick and the girls had ordered a late-night pizza without waking and inviting him to join them just added to that sense of being an outsider.

There was a rustling outside his bedroom door and he sat up in the bed, now fully awake. The smell of pizza seemed stronger and although he couldn't see the door of his room as it opened he could hear the slight whispered sigh as it moved.

Because there didn't seem to be any lights on in the rest of the house – not even a sliver of light coming from down the stairs – a shiver spread through Carl and he felt an immediate surge of goose bumps swelling on his arms.

He instinctively reached for where the bed lamp had been back in his bedroom in his parents' home; but finding no light to turn on, no sense of familiar security to grasp, released a quiet whimper.

Through the darkness he heard a muted whispering from just inside his doorway and he gripped the sheets in fear. His eyes had become more accustomed to the dimly lit room and he could start to make out a figure standing in the doorway. A short figure.

"Carl?" It was a female voice. His panic quickly subsided as he recognized the voice and stature. It was Marty, the tiny girl with the long dark curly hair and big green eyes. Though he couldn't see her in the dark, his mind harkened back to how he'd spent much of that day when they were all moving furniture into the house gazing longingly at Marty's smooth, sun-browned legs and how her breasts strained against the confines of her t-shirt with the efforts of lifting and unpacking boxes.

And now here she was in his room. More goose bumps filled his arms, but for a different reason. Here was this beautiful, sexy girl, now in his bedroom in the middle of the night.

"Yeah?"

"Do you smell that pizza?" She found the light switch and turned it on.

Carl covered his eyes, squinting at her through his hands. "Uh-huh. Are Rick and Nancy cooking downstairs?"

"No," she said. "There's no light coming from down there. And besides, we don't have the ingredients to make a pizza."

There was a soft knock at the front door which carried clearly up the stairs and into Carl's room.

"What time is it?" Carl asked.

"Quarter to one,"

They waited in silence, staring at each other. There was another soft knock.

"Is someone gonna get that?" Rick yelled sleepily from his bedroom. "And while you're at it, keep it down, you two."

Carl hopped out of bed and his face flushed – he'd momentarily forgotten he was wearing only his underwear. He quickly grabbed his house coat from where it sat piled at the foot of his bed.

He headed down the stairs with Marty close behind him. They crept down in the dark and when they reached the bottom, headed down the hall toward the front door. As they got closer, Carl felt along the wall for the switch to the outside light and flicked it on.

The front porch light came on to reveal a dark figure backlit in the door window, a pizza box held high in his left hand.

The knock sounded once more, this time urgently.

The smell of tomato sauce and pepperoni was stronger than before as Carl stepped closer to the door. The figure was easier to make out now. Carl could see it was a male; a blond teenager with a few thick red pimples and a striking solid cleft chin. And even though he shouldn't have been able to see through the glass and into the darkened hall, his blue eyes seemed to follow Carl and Marty as they moved closer to the door.

"Pizza?" Carl asked through the closed door.

"Large pepperoni and mushroom,"

Carl opened the door. The smell of pizza was even stronger and more tantalizing. Carl heard his stomach rumble in response. He wanted this pizza, mistake or not.

"What's the damage?"

"Thirteen fifty," the blond teenager flashed a white toothy grin at Marty.

"I'll be right back," Carl said, turning to sprint up the stairs to get his wallet. When he got upstairs he found his wallet still in the back pocket of the jeans he'd thrown into the pile of clothes at the foot of his bed. He was just pulling the wallet out when he heard Marty scream.
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"Are you sure you weren't sleepwalking?" Rick asked, lying in his bed facing the wall. Carl, Marty and Nancy were all standing in his bedroom doorway.

"She couldn't have been," Carl said. "We told you: I was there too. I saw him. Besides, you heard the knock yourself."

"All right. All right." Rick rolled over to face them. "You go downstairs. There's a pizza guy at the door. No one ordered a pizza. So far, no big deal. Mistakes happen, right?

"So Carl goes to get some money. Marty feels a draft, so asks the pizza guy to step inside. She steps around to close the door and when she turns around she can't see him. He's not there."

Trembling, Marty looked at the floor. "He vanished. Just like that. Gone."

"Look," Rick said. "People can't just vanish into thin air. It's impossible."

"Then what happened, Rick?" Carl placed a reassuring hand on Marty's shoulder. "When I heard Marty's scream I ran back downstairs and found Marty passed out in the hallway. The door was open and the pizza guy was gone."

Nancy nodded vigorously. Upon hearing Marty's scream, she had bounded out of bed, followed Carl downstairs and helped him revive Marty.

"Listen to yourselves," Rick said. "All the evidence is there that he didn't vanish. Here's what probably happened, Marty. When you turned around and couldn't see him he was probably standing in your blind spot. And then you freaked out, screamed and fainted." He paused to smirk. "And you scared the hell out of him. What would you do in his situation if some stranger asked you to step into their house at one in the morning and then turned around and screamed at you? You'd get the hell out of there, wouldn't you?"

"That does make sense," Nancy said. "Because the door was open. He must have been scared and ran off after Marty fainted."

They stood in Rick's room for a few minutes, reassuring themselves that everything was okay until Rick said that enough
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