
  
    
      FREEZE FRAME

    

    
      
        ROB SANTANA

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Robert Santana

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Be careful what you capture, for it may capture you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Know, first, who you are, and then adorn yourself accordingly.

        EPICTETUS

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        Chapter 71

      

      
        Chapter 72

      

      
        Chapter 73

      

      
        Chapter 74

      

      
        Chapter 75

      

      
        Chapter 76

      

      
        Chapter 77

      

      
        Chapter 78

      

    

    
      
        Connect with Rob

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Kim Poynter’s video lens caught a movement from the window directly across the street from his. The drapes had been slightly parted. The hand that parted them belonged not to Nova, but to her father. What was he doing in his daughter’s room? Kim lowered the bulky camera. Now the man peered in his direction. Kim jerked back. Was he spotted?

      The man’s drapes drew shut. It was a two-family colonial house, a tightrope walk at seventy-five yards. If Nova wasn’t home, it meant she was occupied with that bastard Zane. Kim would have to wait.

      He needed to speak with the girl who had filched his brain.
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        * * *

      

      While waiting for Nova, Kim studied the footage he had shot at the basketball court last night. A pick-up game near the park. Green Guys versus Red Guys. All ten players were dressed in primary-colored t-shirts. Ten minutes in, things got rough. Pushing and shoving. A Red Guy sucker punched a Green Guy. Down went the Green Guy, his nose gushing blood.

      The punch was so swift, no one saw it. Even Kim didn’t see it. But, later, in his room, if he slowed down the video footage on his editing console, he could see the punch crunch the guy’s nose. Kim decided it was best not to show the evidence to anyone. None of his business, really.

      Why get involved? It had been a friendly pick-up game. Nothing more.  But, God, how he loved shooting with his video camera. He gazed at the mint-green walls of his square bedroom.

      Girl-Crazy Kim.

      Most likely the sobriquet that formed in any visitor’s head the moment he or she walked in. Was he objectifying women? He hoped not. But what other twenty-year-old male would hang so many enormous, glossy posters of beautiful women? All of them were lined up with minimal space to separate them, a museum of runway models. To off-set the monotony of high fashion, there were the mainstream pop culture hotties, with their outrageous plumage, pricey attire, and made-to-order measurements. If only his neighbors knew.

      If only Nova Muller, especially, knew.

      High-school student. Final year. Thick, shoulder-length ‘dirty blonde’ hair. Tall and thin, with a face German film director Josef Von Sternberg would have adored: jumbo green eyes, a straight nose, but with a slight bump. Cheekbones like Dietrich. And a big brain like Hedy Lamarr.

      In his three separate, lengthy, cultural conversations with Nova, Kim marveled at her references to Henry Louis Gates, the literary critic and historian and filmmaker; to David McCollough, the man from Channel Thirteen’s documentaries. Nova was not your typical teen girl. Trading vicious gossip with ignorant classmates did not interest her. Small wonder why she made few friends at John Jay High.

      Plus, Nova felt safe, for lack of a better word, with Kim, whose mode of dress would confuse even the most open-minded of fashionistas. He fingered the buttons of his black Sean Jean shirt and twirled the keyboard neck-tie choking his neck. Kim wondered if Nova still thought he was-ahem-gay.

      No one accused Prince of being gay and look at him!

      A screech of tires outside the window broke his trance. Below, Zane’s red bitchin’ Camaro had pulled up short of the Mullers’ front gate, a show-off move from Nova’s new boyfriend. Kim curled his lips in contempt. His dream girl sat coiled in the death seat next to the bastard. The angle offered a partial, fleeting Panavision view of her thigh twitching away from Zane’s touch. Had he pissed her off? A scenario formed in Kim’s mind: Her reaction to a questionable move from Zane, or spoken words that stung. If only the guy weren’t so attractive. Zane was blessed with large hazel eyes that could penetrate a boulder with their gaze, stone abs that protruded under soft lights, zero facial hair (a novelty), a strong nose, thick chestnut wavy hair, and a tight six-foot frame.

      Kim edged closer to the window frame. A stillness permeated the enclosure inside the car. He imagined the couple seated in strained silence, their heads bowed in thought, the aftermath of a…what? Lover’s quarrel? Nova’s arms were folded. Who knew where Zane’s hands were? Most likely on the steering wheel, or flattened over his knees, fighting the caprice to touch her.  The thought of what Nova and Zane did together consumed him, burned through his thoughts like fire through a forest. Kim felt protective of Nova and wanted her untouched.
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      Nova shifted to ease the pain in her groin. Zane caught this, swiveled, and tapped her enormous gold earring. She flinched and climbed out of the car; her brows furrowed. She lingered by the walkway leading to her home's front steps. He slithered out of the car. She could feel his eyes on her. Nova kept her distance.

      “Okay look, I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Oh, you bet.”

      “No, really, Nova? Look at me.”

      “Screw you, Zane, you know? The blood ran down my thigh.”

      She sensed him edging closer and tensed. “It was a poke, Nova, is all it was.”

      She smirked. A poke. More like a jab from a horny chimp. Her eyes met his and it started again, his head drooping, the hang-dog look that never failed to soften her resolve.  He stood there, in his denim jacket over retro acid-washed jeans. His hi-top Reeboks needed a scrub-down. Wrong choice of color, that solid white. How could she have let it happen, allowing his hand to pull up her blue miniskirt and shove the crotch of her cotton underwear aside? She’d been drunk. The Port wine, with its overripe sweetness, had clouded her judgment. It was an unexpected move from a guy she trusted to continue his laid-back aura. And in a vacant parking lot. What signal had she given him? Her mind was a blur. The membrane that shielded her virginity had been twiggy as it was, her mother once told her.

      A poke. A thrust. A push-in, any way you sliced it. The act had rocked Nova’s senses. What signal had she given? Was it the breathy “uh-huh” he might have mistaken for a ‘go ahead, it’s cool’ gesture? The gentle strokes of his finger on her button had felt good. She’d thought it would stop at that. She’d squirmed as his digital quickened its twigging, followed by the shot of pain that reeled her faculty. Zane had rammed his overgrown fingernail into her walls. It might as well have been his penis. Same difference. What a bizarre, unromantic thing to do. Zane was twenty-four, not some dorky teenager who couldn’t control his libido.

      Still, though…

      Remorse shaped the look on his striking face. Had his thoughts returned to that single, undefined moment of delusion? He examined the fingernails he’d let grow out. No one could accuse him of being a nail-biter. “You need to cut them,” she said.

      He chuckled in relief. “Just about to say,” he muttered, his sweet smile resurfacing. “God, what a stupid thing to do. I’m so sorry, baby. You want me to split, I’ll split. No, I mean it.”

      She regretted her choice of wardrobe for the afternoon. A mini skirt, as if she were a skank ‘asking for it.’ What decent girl dressed like that? In the middle of friggin’ October?  “I shoulda worn jeans, like a personal chastity belt,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t pounce on the out she had given him.

      “No, hey, I got sloppy on that wine,” he said. She battled the yearn to edge closer, brush back his thick, tousled hair. Yearn? No, she was too angry. But how sad and vulnerable he looked. Her father swung open the front door. Zane made a noise from his throat. “Shit. Here comes Big, Bad Daddy,” he whispered.

      “Shh, ain’t gonna say nothin,’ okay?” she said.

      “Wipe your eyes. He’s looking straight at you.”

      Nova’s father Mike, a six-foot-two bruiser, whose oversized pullover shrouded a football tackle physique, stepped down past the gate. His glare would have stopped a lion. The twenty or so yards that separated him from Nova provided enough distance for a hushed confab from Zane. Nova slid a palm across her wet eyes as Mike fixed his dark eyes on Zane.

      “How do I look?” she asked.

      “Like you been crying. Start laughing.”

      “Huh?”

      “Like we’re joking or something.”

      Nova chuckled, a bad acting job. Zane let loose a loud guffaw that startled a nearby alley cat. Mike stepped closer towards them and stopped.  “Nova? Wanna come inside?” he said, frowning. Zane leaned towards Nova. Sotto voce was required.

      “We had a terrific time, angel, okay? We did a movie and dinner and everything’s chill, okay?”

      “’kay.”

      “I’ll call-wait, you still don’t have a cell- I’ll stop by later, okay?”

      “Okay, bye.”

      “Angel?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That was messed up of me.”

      “It was.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Zane’s look said he meant it. Nova forged a smile and waved goodbye as Zane scooched into his car and zoomed out. Mike, hands on hips, stood by the gate as Nova approached him, her eyes averted. “Where’d you go?” he asked in an even tone, scratching his Dick Tracy hook nose.

      “Dinner and a movie.”

      “What movie?”

      “Cloverfield. Hey, I left a message, didn’t I? It’s early, isn’t it? What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t like him is what’s wrong.”

      “Dad, you haven’t liked a single person I’ve dated since Mom died.”

      “How old did you say he is, twenty-four? And why does he dress like that?”

      “How does he dress?”

      “Like a goddamn pimp.”

      She had to stifle a laugh. “It’s a fashion statement, gimme a break.”

      “And that statement’s supposed to attract women?”

      “Thank you for calling me a woman.”

      “You’re eighteen, Nove.” Mike nicknamed her ‘Nove’ for short, which puzzled Nova. It sounded dopey.

      “Yeah, so I heard. Can I go in now?”

      He blocked her path. “You plan on seeing him again?”

      “I dunno, Dad. Don’t ask me that. We’ve only gone out a couple of times.”

      Mike dipped his shiny bald head. Nova sighed. Here it comes, that melancholic pitch of his. About how she’s all he has. He slid his hands into his pocket, jingling change, rocking on his heels. “You’re all I’ve got, sweetie. Your brother’s getting married and…”

      “Yeah, I’m all you’ve got now. Don’t, like, beat me over the head with it.” She folded her arms and brushed past him. He shook his head, a wavering effigy, looking grim.
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      Kim reared back before Mike could look up and catch him spying.  Spying. Nasty word. Mike Muller was someone you’d just say no to pissing off. Those huge hands, the thick forearms that could strangle a bear. Kim inspected, with loving care, his other passion: the JVC Prosumer video camera, strictly for wedding videos; a full-sized cam that exceeded broadcast quality. Kim fancied himself the Cecil B. DeMille of wedding memories, despite never having produced one.  The wedding videos displayed on the elevated screen of the local camera shop were murky, grainy, the images static from too many lazy tripod set-ups. Some showcased nothing more than slow, boring zooms at the altar. His debut would have style and flash, well-lit, not a detail missing.

      Tapping at the door. Only his mother, Ella, tapped with the respectful shyness of a guest. “Min,” he said, sheltering the camera with a black beach towel. Ella pushed the door ajar and let it float open. She regarded her son. He regarded her pink loafers. “Sup, Ma.”

      Kim did not like the looks his mother elicited in the neighborhood. According to some geezer up the block, Ella had all the right curves. I didn’t ask, Mister Jones. Ma’s curly black hair jumped out in all directions, like an electrified Medusa. Her large brown eyes roamed the busy walls before settling on his. Kim was certain he had the most attractive mother on the block, despite her icy front; short, delicate nose, a wide mouth that curled at the corners, like a permanent smirk, or scowl, if one sensed she was angry. He didn’t want her to be so fetching. He wanted her safely pretty, like in those 1960s sitcoms.

      “Your father just bought bocoup shares of Lehman Brothers. So did I,” she began. “And Disney! His theme parks are sprouting everywhere, and people are still making babies, which means generations of kids to come. Soon as you find a job you can do likewise. It’s a sure bet.”

      It was Ella’s subtle way of reminding Kim he needed to get with the program.

      “Ma, I ran through the classifieds like an eager beaver. Ain’t nada out here, except for fast-food joints, and you know how I feel about flipping burgers.”

      “I’m talking about income, Kim.”

      Kim groaned. Investing in stocks were for intrepids like Ma and Dad. Their good run continued, fattening up his father’s bank account. Ella had grown complacent, which cemented her snobbish front. “Well, what job would suit you?” she asked.

      “You know what job.”

      “Lot of good that film or video academy did you. A certificate in Videography from some schlocky school that can’t even offer a decent placement program. Nice going.”

      Kim wanted her gone. He refused to embroil himself with yet another summary of his job-seeking failures at the local video companies. They were run by family-owned staffs. “Tell you what, Ma. I’ll go to the city, try my luck with the production firms there.” Now please go away.

      “Not even a degree. A goddamn certificate. You can still go to college, but you’ve made no move toward it. I don’t get you.”

      “Don’t get me.”

      “Bright boy like you. And what’s with that shirt? Clubbing tonight, are we?” Kim turned and gazed out the window, feeling her stare burn into his back. Why shouldn’t he go clubbing? His chiseled face, sensuous mouth, black curly hair, and hybrid brown eyes were ‘chick-magnets.’ But never mind that. He mostly enjoyed watching and recording faces.

      When he heard the door shut, he exhaled. The tension left his body like a tire losing air. Stocks and bonds, strategic investing, goal-planning, portfolios. It’s all his parents cared about. Big Boom, they kept telling him. ‘We’ll guide you’-their daily mantra. Fast money-easy money. They would find him an advisor, or lend him theirs, if only he cooperated by landing a gig that could put his earnings to work. Well, fuck that noise. Their lack of enthusiasm for Kim’s dream of one day becoming part of a TV production team jabbed at him like a poke in the gut.

      To Ma especially, the art of telling a story through visual means was a shuddering yawn, a hobby not to be taken seriously. Kim wondered if she or Dad would eventually come to appreciate his collection of home movie diaries that began during his teens. He’d used a Super 8MM then, before graduating to that toy-like Palmcorder in ’82, taping their family vacations. ‘Make money. Lots of it.’ Their words. Anything less than having that obsession drew scorn from Ma and Dad. Their investments had paid off. The house they shared had four bedrooms, a culinary masterwork of a kitchen, a splendorous living room, enough parking for three cars, and neighbors who minded their own damn business. Make that money. You make that money. I got my own shit.

      He gazed at Nova’s framed still image from the sneak high-angle photo he took of her last month from his window. She had been standing by her gate, arms folded, most likely waiting for inZane-in-the-Brain.  Shadows formed under her wide cheekbones, making them appear grandiose. What a strong but delicate chin she has. At five feet ten inches, Nova’s frame shimmered under a soft, breeze-swept yellow summer dress. Her gold, corn-silk hair fanned sideways like a Boticelli painting, so softly he imagined brushing the tips of his fingers against its billowing strands. He sighed at her image. Wait. Who sighs at the sight of a girl? Falling in love was a side-arm bitch, especially with someone who didn’t know it.

      What is it about you, Nova Muller, that every benign move you make burns into my memory chip?

      A simple scratch from her long delicate finger to her smooth nose would stay fixed on his mind like a fading photograph. Whenever he caught her striding across the street, it was poetry in motion. He envisioned her on the runway, the only model smiling, the only model strutting with a well-curved butt. He peered closer at the photo. What other girl her age had thick eyebrows so finely cut? Such divine topiary. What other girl could make Grace Hopper, a computer scientist, sound so amazing? He turned the photo face down.

      Enough. You can never have her, Kimbo. She belongs to Zany Zane, who has polluted the process. They’d marry someday, her and Zane, but he would leave her, then have the cojones to blurt out: “I miss Nova. She’s got my ring on her finger and my kid in her belly.” Or some shit like that. He lolled back his head, stared at the ceiling, and a burst of melancholia engorged his heart. The torturous pang of infatuation never felt so bittersweet.

      He heard what he hoped was Nova’s front gate opening and clanging shut. Later for spying from the window, such a creepy thing to do anyway. He needed to speak with her, again, in person
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      The split-second Kim stepped out to greet Nova, Zane’s freshly polished Camaro shot into view and stopped short of the gate. Kim stepped back. Bad timing, but no shocker.  Nova, now decked out in a white blouse over dark baggy jeans, smiled at Zane as he sprouted from the driver’s seat. To Kim, though, she seemed a bit guarded. Zane kept his distance, perhaps expecting Daddy to burst through the front door with a bat or a machine gun. Fat chance. Zane winked at her and grinned. Kim hid in the shadow of his meager-sized awning, hoping he wouldn’t be noticed. They stood there, ten yards apart, like Tony and Maria in West Side Story. Kim expected Zane to break out into a song any second, violin strings in the background.

      Another car pulled up behind Zane’s. Its fender bumped slightly against the Camaro’s rear. A dull yellow Impala, year unknown. Nova frowned, backing up. Kim tightened.  Its engine stopped. A tall, bearded thug climbed out, black leather jacket glistening in the streetlight. He was not alone. A silhouetted man could be seen inside the Impala’s passenger seat, rock still, as if his services weren’t needed. Kim remembered the driver as Gerald Malanga, pushing thirty he guessed, who patrolled the town’s invariably crowded bar collecting money owed to him. He’d seen him at the bar one time, walking the sawdust floor like an enforcer. Kim prayed for a showdown that would end with Zane being pummeled. Zane retreated slowly, his hands raised. Malanga’s scowl was not for show. He looked genuinely pissed, scratching the jungle under his cheeks. Kim’s impulse was to scoot back inside and watch from the safety net of his window. He glanced at Nova, who froze behind the gate, studying Zane’s reaction.

      Kim’s lips curled with glee. Yeah, pussy out, Zane. Right there in front of your girl.

      “Yo, dope fiend, y’got my money?” Malanga said. His thick, shaggy hair made him look like a wild beast searching for prey. Zane stood his ground but looked ready to bolt.

      “You’re a day early, ain’t you?” he said in a small voice.

      Malanga clenched his massive fists. “Don’t be pawnin’ off time-tables on me, cover boy. You owe me, so pay up.” Malanga spotted Nova, who took a step back. He nodded towards her. “Who’s that?” he asked.

      “She’s my girl. Leave her outta this.”

      Malanga’s retort was louder than necessary. “Seems every other month you lasso up a new girlfriend!”

      Nova might have pretended not to have heard and focused on the derelict alley cat passing her. Zane’s eyes widened. “Hey man, I said I’d pay you.”

      Malanga sneered. “Tell you what. You got till the Friday after next to pay off the whole load.”

      “Dude, you said half-tomorrow, half next month. Where the fuck am I gonna come up with a thousand by then?”

      “That’s your prob.  You’re lucky I don’t bust your skull.”

      “Zane, everything cool?” Nova said. Zane shot her an over-the-shoulder thumbs up.

      “No sweat,” he said.

      Malanga spit out a wad of phlegm that landed short of Zane’s fake Gucci shoes. He turned and swaggered back to his car, swiveling to Zane before getting in. “You better learn that in this business you own up. I gotta answer to your bullshit. If I get in trouble with my boss, you’re fucked.  Be there Friday after next at the bar. Ten sharp.” He waved at Nova. “Hey, little girl, you shouldn’t mix spit with this boy. He’s a bad seed.” He got in finally and drove off. Zane winced. The Impala needed a muffler. Nova opened the gate and walked up to him.

      “My God, Zane. What’s with that guy? How long have you known him?”

      Zane kissed her mouth. “Weren’t you listening?” he said. “I owe him money.”

      “A thousand?”

      “I can handle him.” He cupped her chin. “So…where’s Daddy?”

      “Making like Dr. Doolittle.”

      “He must make serious cash, sticking thermometers up dogs’ butts.”

      She tilted her head and crossed her arm. “Being a vet is an honorable profession.”

      He brushed back her silky hair. “Does he need an assistant? I love animals.”

      “Yeah right. I wish he didn’t dislike you so much.”

      “Dislike? He hates me.”

      Kim wandered further out to the curb, pretending to brush off renegade leaves from the flower bed beneath him. A glance at Nova was all Zane needed to start shit. “The fuck you lookin’ at, Kimmy?”

      “Well, I sure wasn’t looking at you, Zany.”

      Zane turned to Nova. “Zit true?”

      “Is what true?” she said.

      “About Kim the Him?” He raised his chin at Kim. “Dude, I thought Kim was a girl’s name, last I heard.”

      “It isn’t. I’m sure there’s, like, ten other male Kims on this planet.” He cringed. What a lame comeback.

      Zane sniggered. “Coulda fooled me.” Nova looked un-amused. “Yo, Nova. You’re not his fag-hag, are you? I mean, you and him being neighbors an’ shit?”

      “Get real,” she said. Zane checked his watch.

      “Damn, I forgot to get the groceries for my mother. Pick you up at the mall? Eightish?”

      “What made you show up here first, to show off your new shoes?” she asked. “It couldn’t wait?”

      He grinned. “You’re quick.”

      She frowned. “The mall? I dunno, Zane. My dad…”

      “Yeah, your dad. I’ll call first. That okay?”

      She nodded. He slid into his car, executed a screechy U-turn, and vroomed out. Now it was Kim and Nova on opposite sides of the street, regarding each other. He crossed over to her.

      “Hey,” she said, smiling.

      “Hi. I guess once your bro marries, it’ll just be you and your father.” No shit, Kim.

      She shrugged. “Huh, not for long if I can help it. So!” She clapped once. “You’re taping the wedding. I bet you don’t come cheap.”

      “Absolutely. I gather you’ll be one of the bridesmaids?” Just say no.

      She rolled her eyes. “No choice.”

      Kim had to be careful with his next question. “Who’s your chaperone? Wait-that’s none of my business.” He let a moment pass. “Who is it?’

      She chuckled like a good sport. “Some horse-face. Tommy Something. Dad resurrected his mother’s chow last year.”

      “Not Zane?”

      “Are you kidding?” She had to know he was joking.

      “How long’ve you known him?”

      “Zane? Since high school.”

      Kim did some fast math. “For real? I don’t remember him.”

      “He was the custodian.”

      Ella emerged from the house wearing a tight jacket over pleated pants. She noticed the pair, waved at Kim, and hurried to her Silver Merc. “Ma, where you going?”

      “Shopping for the weekend menus. Hey, Nova.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Poynter.”

      Ella’s car pulled out. A nearby stray dog chased after it, then slowed down. Kim glanced at Nova, then stared at the road ahead.  “She’s been doing that a lot lately, shopping. Except she normally wears workout gear.”

      Kim’s height matched Nova’s, but he couldn’t help thinking she was taller. Her sneakers were flat soled, no arch. She swung her long, graceful arms behind her tapered back and slanted her head at him. “Maybe you and me can go shopping next week. Help pick out truffles and stuff for my taffeta.”

      “Shopping?”

      “Or you can help choose my Fall Collection.”

      He palmed his chest. “Me?”

      “Yeah. You.”

      Kim geared up for the self-righteous gloss he’d been meaning to convey since their first conversation last year.  “Why me?” Like he didn’t know.

      “The way you present yourself- for starters.”

      For starters.

      “C’mon, Nova, what are you getting at?” He was grinning. Her hands fluttered, as if she were groping for the proper gist.

      “Yikes. How to put this,” she said.

      “Just put it." He was enjoying her flummoxed, facial contortions. Bewilderment never looked so lovely. How often had he been the center of her world? He could smell the subtle bouquet of her perfume. No doubt sprayed on for Zane’s benefit.

      “Well,” She scraped his puffed-up purple sleeve. “The way you look sometimes. Like now.”

      “Yeah, I kinda enjoy dressing up against the mold-or grain. Not all the time, though, case you haven’t noticed.” Whenever they made eye contact for longer than five seconds, he looked south. He felt like a fourth grader.

      “I have actually. Noticed, I mean,” she said, with a sly grin. “Just last week I saw you in an unspectacular corduroy coat and khakis. Didn’t exactly cry out for attention.”

      “So, what do you make of it, Nova?” She looked away a moment and shrugged. “Hey,” he pressed, “you started this.”

      She tottered a bit. Her unblemished lips were compressed before widening into a flustered smile. Her eyes focused on the byway ahead, as if she were expecting Zane to materialize any second. He nudged her playfully. The feel of her tight ribs against his elbow excited him. Not an ounce of fat on this girl. She nudged him back, harder.  Her nudge rippled an explosion of goose-bumps that tingled head to toe. It was the first time they had made contact, and his head scorched.

      “I’m not sure how to answer that, Kim.”

      “Ain’t nuthin’ you ask me that’ll hurt my feelings.”

      She searched his eyes. “Do you, like, ever worry about catching something?” The question threw him. He decided to mess with her head.

      “All the time, Nova. Just last week I got it on with a choreographer inside a movie theater…”

      She stared at him, non-blink, her mouth slackened. He continued. “Week before that I cruised Fire Island.” Her stare did not waver. The truth would set him free. “C’mon, Nova. Just because I dress like a freethinker don’t mean I’m maricon.”

      Her eyebrows clashed. “Mari-what?”  Then she understood. “Oh! No, I- it’s cool if you are- were.”

      “Try never was.”

      “Well, people talk, you know?” She said. “I only half-believed them. Zane, and a coupla neighbors down the block, mainly. Only half-believed,” she repeated and touched his shoulder for one electrifying second. The imprint of her hand charged him like a battery.

      “Half-believed?” he said. He forced himself to gaze into those impossible green eyes. A wind-charged flower petal caught on her cheek. He ached to brush it off.  No. Too brazen.  It swept off before he could change his mind. Her nose, though; something about the way it sloped so sleekly.

      “Well,” she said, “I wasn’t sure. I mean, like, you don’t swish or bray. But those outfits you wear-wore? Kind of threw me. And you’re so polite and- and you always listen to my war stories about school and Dad and my boyfriend problems, and I guess I’m not used to that, being listened to. Does that make sense?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged off a sheepish grin. Now that the misconception was buried, Kim concentrated on affecting a mature, ‘straight guy’ stance, hoping she wouldn’t adopt him as a goddamn ‘platonic’ friend. He would hate that. The word ‘platonic’ had a dismissive tone to it.  He kept stealing glances at her fluttering hair and swan neck. How could such a prize like this have trouble keeping a boyfriend for longer than a month?

      “Still want me to pick out your clothes?” he asked.

      She nudged him again, softly this time. “I don’t see why not. I still remember the sketches you showed me last month. Was it last month? I never realized straight guys could think outside the box.”

      “Just yesterday I watched a Rangers game, then a fashion show,” he said.

      She whistled. “You’d make the perfect boyfriend for some lucky girl, a shopping mate with season tix to a hockey season.”

      Jump on it, Poynter. Wait. No. Keep it cool.

      “Doesn’t Zane go shopping with you?” Back to fishing.

      Her eyes remained focused on the street ahead. “It’s not a requirement,” she said. “But I’m pretty sure he’d balk if I asked him to. It’s a girl thing, anyway, right? Most likely he’d be checking his watch while I’m picking out the latest trend.”

      “Me, I could watch you shop all day,” he said, instantly regretting the innuendo. He expected her to drift from him, to come up with an excuse for having to go back inside. Instead, she swiveled and studied him.  “I didn’t mean it the way you think,” he added.

      She kept staring at him, her mouth a tight line, then said in a low tone: “Man, where were you a year ago?” The look on her face was somber, as if it was him who killed her mother, instead of the cancer that had taken Mrs. Muller.

      “I was right here, Nova,” was all Kim could muster. Her eyes wandered. She was hermetically sealed within herself, a total enigma. He felt as if he needed permission to prolong this – whatever this was- a getting to know more about you repartee? He chose to keep his trap shut just to see if she would initiate at least a change of subject.

      Talk to me girl.

      “Well, see you around,” he said, breaking the silence. He turned and headed for his sanctuary.

      “Oh, you’re just going to fly away, buddy?” He heard her say, just as his hand throttled the doorknob. He about-faced and caught the lift of her chin, a show of mild petulance that soared his spirits. He walked over to her. “From what your mom’s been telling me,” she said, “the going is pretty good in the stock market. Do you invest?” Again with the inability to meet her eyes without blushing, that insane intuition that she might find him boring, not worth chatting with.

      “I only invested once. Some overseas venture, last month. The numbers are paralyzed,” he said. Do not break eye contact, Kim, you putz.

      “Oh, you mean, like, ain’t nuthin’ movin’ the charts,” she said.

      “Are you interested in playing the stock market?”

      She examined her blood-red fingernails. They were shorter than Zane’s. “Not really, but your mom, boy, she can’t stop talking about her and Joe’s returns, like they hit the jackpot at a casino.” It felt weird hearing her use his father’s name. He wondered if they ever spoke to each other at length.

      “I hear too many horror stories about the market,” he said. “I’d rather invest in becoming a cameraman for a major TV studio, join their union, maybe produce or direct a show.”

      She seemed impressed. “Oh, my. Aren’t you the maverick,” she sassed. It encouraged him, her response, despite the smartass twist. He made a point of not running off at the mouth. An attentive person could do that to you, make you blab nonstop.

      “How’s school?” he asked. He always pictured her sitting in the back of the class deflecting stares from the jocks, or love-struck simps like him.

      “I dread the exams,” she said. “Just yesterday the teacher launched into economics. Like who gives a royal fuck, you know?”

      Whoa. His dream girl had dropped the F-Bomb. He could not hook up such a class act with that word. “Them’s strong words, m’ lady.”

      “Yeah well, soon as I graduate, I’m cutting loose from Dad. I feel like a P.O.W. in my house.”

      “Maybe Zane will whisk you away to some Camelot.”

      She frowned. “What’s a Camelot with all the dark stuff going on in this world?”

      Before he could ask Nova to elaborate, her head twisted toward someone approaching them. It was Danny, Kim’s designated assistant for the wedding video. Nova punched Kim’s shoulder lightly and skipped to her house.

      “Gotta prep Dad’s dinner. See you around,” she shouted before entering. Danny Boy Lopez, Kim’s age, stopped and gazed at the door that had slammed shut. He flicked away his down-to-the-filter cigarette and looked at Kim. “Sup.”

      “Just when I was about to ask her to marry me. Bad timing, dipshit,” Kim said, grinning.

      “Still pining for her, huh?’ You really got it bad, homes.” Danny joined Kim in staring at Nova’s house for a moment. “I stopped by to check out your (cough) wedding day storyboard.” Danny’s choice of wardrobe for the evening were those ridiculous animal print joggers. Kim, despite his penchant for sporting adventurous garb, wouldn’t be caught dead wearing them. And that teased-up boy band-inspired haircut made him look like a desperado at a singles bar starving for attention. His black T-shirt looked normal at least. His Tex-Mex looks would fit right in some club hangout in East L.A. The weather was unseasonably warm. Kim nodded at Nova’s door.

      “I wouldn’t mind being a member of her boyfriend of the month club. I wonder who her boyfriend was before this jag-off took over. Some loser, no doubt,” he said.

      Danny’s grin faded. “Not necessarily.”

      Kim started for his door. Danny trailed, casting a final glance at Nova’s house. Kim noticed. The curtain on her ground-floor window parted.  They could make out her half-hidden face peering out at Danny.
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      Danny inspected Kim’s new camera, his lips pursed and hiked eyebrows, nodding in approval. “Total beast,” he said. He lifted it slightly. “Heavy. Sturdy. Have you tested it?” He eased it back down as if it were newborn child.

      “Hell, yeah,” Kim said. “Sharpest images you ever saw. Zooms in and out like silk.”

      “Show me the storyboard, Spielberg.”

      Kim pulled out the canvas from the side of his workstation; neat comic strip panels of the wedding progression and reception, rendered in ink, as if they would be executed the way he imagined. “Mah nigguh,” Danny said. “All this for a wedding.”

      “The greatest ever made, Danny Boy. One man crew.” He slapped Danny’s shoulder, then trooped his head.

      “S’ matta?” Danny asked.

      “Wanna know what Nova asked me to do with her?”

      “Can’t imagine.”

      “Go shopping. Help pick out a dress, or whatever.”

      Danny screwed his face. “Are you gonna bring that shit up again?”

      Kim raised a hand. “But check this out. I set the record straight on that, finally.”

      “On what? That you’re the same normal heterosexual male who made all those costumes for Miss Thatcher’s pathetic Shakespeare productions?”

      “I didn’t quite put it that way.”

      “So, in essence, you flat out told Miss Thing you’re not swish.”

      “In so many words.” Kim felt relieved sharing the lowdown with Danny. They’d been friends since high school. The same school Nova was attending. Danny studied the storyboard. He pointed at Nova’s cartoon image, which dominated most of the panels in divine close-up.

      “Jesus, just look at the care you put into her face,” Danny said. “Everyone else looks drawn half-ass.” He stared at Kim, his jaws slackened. “Mah man, you mos def have got it bad for this femme. If she only knew how much you’d like to bang her brains out.” He eased onto the edge of the bed, studying Kim’s reaction. Kim slumped on his rolling chair, gazing past him.

      “Ain’t just that, bro. I wanna to take her out, you know?  Blow her away with gentleness and attention, treat her like a lady.”

      “And bang her brains out.”

      “No. Well...Yeah. No! Don’t use the word bang, asshole. You don’t understand. She’d make a fantastic history teacher, or a professor. I only wish she weren’t so incredible looking.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” Danny got up to inspect the sound equipment, a set of microphones and a large headphone. A heavy thud on the door broke his concentration. Kim scowled.

      Joe Poynter breezed in; Gray Halston suit and dark silk tie. Dark, slick-backed hair. Clean-shaven. The waft of his no-doubt pricey cologne filled the room. He smiled at Danny before focusing on his only son. “Hey, Kimbo.”

      “Sup, Pops.”

      “How’s it going, Mr. Poynter,” Danny said. “Going to the Met?”

      “Nah, just got off work. Listen, can you step off a minute, Danny?”

      Danny glanced at Kim. “Sure.”

      “Wait outside for me,” Kim told him, his eyes looking dead.

      Danny nodded and stepped out, his footfalls cascading down the stairs. Now it was father and son facing each other. “Your mother tells me you have this weird aversion to investing,” Joe said.

      “I wish I could share your passion, Pops. I’d sooner rely on a steady income.”

      Joe stepped forward, hands on hips. “What income?”

      Kim looked away, fighting down an abstract itch to leap out the window. “Pops, you and Ma keep painting me as a freeloader.”

      “Take it easy, boy. I’m not here to bully you. I’m only asking you to put some of your savings into Mutual Funds. It’s a no-brainer. And your mother’s already mentioned Lehman Brothers. Sure shots, both.”

      Kim turned to Joe. “Why is it so important that I invest?”

      Joe hiked his eyebrows. “Why? Because you’re my son. You’re family. And what if you can’t find work?  Don’t expect me to continue bleeding my savings into your own. That’s going to stop.”

      “Then I’ll flip burgers at Denny’s. They’re hiring.”

      Joe studied him. “That’s defeatist. You can do better than hashing for a fast-food joint.”

      Kim sighed. “What I told Ma I’ll repeat to you: the kind of gigs I’m interested in ain’t hiring. And don’t bring up I should try college blah-blah. Ma beat you to it. Gotta run, Pops.”

      Joe gave him the once over. If he’d had brought up his son’s attire, Kim would have bolted without a word. Joe crossed to the door instead. “Nice bonding with you, K-Boy.” He walked out, shaking his head.
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        KIM AND DANNY

      

      

      The Fourth Avenue strip in South Brooklyn had only one post-Disco-era dance club, PM2AM. By midnight the joint would be packed, the ratio a solid 60 – 40 favoring the teen girls, who never came alone. Kim sat in the passenger seat of Danny’s yellow battered VW, smoothing down his purple Van Heusen shirt and adjusting his dark pleated trousers. Danny had changed to something less showy, a gray double-breasted jacket over a white T-shirt and black Dockers. He drove slowly, in no hurry. He cruised along Fourth Avenue, scoping the cavalcade of young ‘mommies,’ all of them decked out in primary-colored, eye-catching outfits. Kim guessed they were headed for the club, tiny, glittered purses tucked under their perfumed armpits. Another Friday night that would end up the same way the others had; Kim being stonewalled by clusters of classically dressed boys surrounding one girl grimacing at their tired pickup lines.

      “I’d sooner hit the city,” he said.

      Danny nodded at the encased Palmcorder video camera resting on Kim’s lap. “And do what? Capture the glamour of Manhattan’s neon lights? The tourists jamming Times Square? Is there anything you haven’t shot yet with that dopey little camera?”

      “Yeah. Times Square on a Friday night.”

      Danny shook his head. “You and your wacko video diaries. Dude, I wanna get drunk a little, and check out the goods.”

      “And come up with nada.”

      “We agreed on PM2AM. This could be our lucky night. Tell you what – you can tape the crowd, the dancing, the ambiance, then make it into a short documentary about the club scene in Bay Ridge.”

      Kim spotted Zane’s Camaro first. “Whoa! Slow down.”

      Danny had to stop at a red light anyway and followed Kim’s stare. ”Bro, Is that your dream girl riding shotgun with Zane?” He narrowed his eyes. “Hell yeah.” Kim glanced at the VW’s digital clock. 9:08. Zane’s car waited out a red light some twenty yards ahead.

      “I wonder if she’ll honor Daddy’s curfew tonight,” Kim said. “She told me one time she had to be home by eleven or he’d throw a fit.”

      Danny shrugged. “Maybe they got into another fight, and she stormed out.”

      On green, the Camaro pulled toward the club’s entrance and conquered an empty curb, forcing Danny to double park. Kim could make out the back of Nova’s head. It was bowed as Zane spoke to her. “Damn, she’s going in there,” Kim said. “And I’m not. Let’s go somewhere else.” Before Danny could retort, the Camaro backed up and made a sharp, tire-screeching turn and headed for Third Avenue.

      “Trail him,” said Kim.

      “What?”

      “I wanna see where the putz is taking her.” He raised his hand. “Follow them, Danny!”

      Danny grimaced and began pursuit. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Despite the Camaro’s non-stop velocity, he was able to keep pace from a hundred yards away
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