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A PLACE WHERE NOTHING EVER HAPPENS

The first time Kyle received one of those phone calls, he was getting ready for a date.

Kyle had been attracted to Lauren since the first time he’d seen her, when she walked into Pen & Paper and asked to see the manager. She was there for a job interview. He remembered struggling not to let his mouth gape open. He remembered actually being able to direct her to Mr. Howard without sounding like a monosyllabic moron.

And he’d made her giggle. He didn’t know how he’d done it. But he could tell by the glint in her eyes that it was a good giggle.

He’d always sneered at people — women, mostly — who went on and on about eyes and eye colour. Blue-eyed, brown-eyed, fucking fuchsia-eyed. What did he care? He never believed that it made one iota of difference to how attractive someone was. Besides, he could never remember anyone’s eye colour. Once, a girl he’d been seeing for almost two years — Jessica — dumped him because he couldn’t remember what colour her eyes were. What kind of stupid reason was that for breaking up with someone? He still had no idea what colour her eyes were.

But Lauren’s eyes were a bright brown that verged on orange. At work, he was almost afraid of catching a glimpse of them. Often, when he did, he lost track of what he was doing and where he was. Her eyes made him dream of a peaceful nowhere, suffused with a bright warm glow. More than once, he’d had to be shaken out of it by Cass, the assistant manager, who, thankfully, was more amused than annoyed. You should just ask her out, Kyle. Get it over with already!, she’d tell him.

It had taken him a few months to get up the nerve to even contemplate asking her out. First, she was just too gorgeous not to have some type of boyfriend or something in her life. Second, she was a co-worker; if she turned him down, it would make things awkward.

He’d had to take a few days off work to attend his uncle’s funeral. His mom’s brother Flip — his real name was Philip, but everyone called him Flip — had been the coolest guy in the family, next to Kyle’s long-dead dad. Before Kyle’s dad died, the three of them — Dad, Kyle, and Flip — hung out together all the time: went to movies together, shot some basketball, walked around the city. After, Flip was always there for Kyle, reminding him that life continued. That you had to keep having fun. So they still did all the stuff they had loved to do with Kyle’s dad. But eventually Uncle Flip had to move out of the country because of his work, and it was just Kyle and his mom after that. Kyle hadn’t seen Uncle Flip for almost three years when he died.

When Kyle came back to the shop, he learned that he’d pulled inventory duty. Together with Lauren. Alone with Lauren. That Sunday, the shop was closed, and they had the place to themselves. No customers, no bosses, no co-workers. If Kyle were ever going to ask Lauren out, this would be the time. Besides, in the three months Lauren had been working at Pen & Paper, Kyle had never heard her mention the dreaded boyfriend word. There might be some hope after all. And as Uncle Flip would have said: life goes on. You have to keep doing the fun things in life, no matter what.

They were taking a break — they’d just finished doing all the behind-the-counter stock and were next going to attack the showcase islands in the middle of the retail floor — and Kyle decided that he was going to pop the question there and then. Somehow the words just wouldn’t come out, though.

They were talking about what they really wanted to do instead of working in a stationery shop. At least, Lauren was. She spent every evening writing, either film criticism or film scripts. She told him about the screenplay she was working on, a period piece set in the States during the Second World War, a hardboiled crime story starring a female private eye, while so many men were away fighting. She told Kyle how she always emailed everything she wrote to her brother Jordan, who never let her give up on her writing. She made some money placing a few articles in magazines, in journals, and on websites, but it wasn’t enough. She still hadn’t sold any of her screenplays. She’d taken this job to help pay the rent until her career picked up. Plus, it was too easy to spend her whole life in front of the computer writing. She liked interacting with people every day. Faced with Lauren’s determination and ideas, Kyle felt increasingly inadequate.

Eventually Lauren rescued the moment and said, “Hey, they’re showing the first cut of  The Big Sleep at the rep on Wednesday. The one that was never released at the time. Wanna go? I love Bacall so much. And this is one of my favourite movies. I’ve seen it, like, twenty times or something. But I’ve never seen this version.” She explained that studio executives had been unhappy with the first version of the film. It had sat unreleased for a year, until new footage was shot to emphasize the Bogart/Bacall chemistry, but, according to what she’d read, at the expense of the plot.

“So?” Lauren asked.

Kyle realized that he still hadn’t answered. “Yeah,” he said. “I’d love to go.” Lauren’s almost-orange eyes lit up, and Kyle felt his insides melt into hot marshmallow goo.
It was that Wednesday at 6:30 p.m., while Kyle was shaving, that the phone rang. There was a horrible feeling in the pit of his stomach that it was Lauren calling. Cancelling.

He picked up the phone, half his face covered with shaving cream and, miraculously, not a cut on him yet. Trying not to sound dejected, he said, “Hello?”

“Hi, son,” answered the impossible voice. “I know this must come as a shock, but I need to talk to you.”

Kyle’s mind raced through a whole spectrum of emotions and reactions. There was a long silence. Tentatively, the voice on the phone said, “Kyle?”

And then Kyle simply got furious, mad as all hell. “You sick asshole! I don’t who the fuck you are, but if you ever try this stunt again, I’ll find you and wring your putrid neck.” Kyle slammed the phone down.

Why the hell would someone call him impersonating his dead dad? How twisted was that?

Then his rage turned into tears, and the doorbell rang. He stomped to the door.

He opened the door to his apartment, an angry scowl on his face, tears still wet around his eyes, globs of shaving cream dripping from his cheeks onto his naked chest, onto his black cotton pants, onto the floor. “What do you want!”

And there stood Lauren, holding out a bouquet of flowers for him.

And she was gorgeous. Just gorgeous. She was wearing a blue jean jacket over a one-piece pastel-coloured flowery dress that stopped mid-thigh. A simple black hoop hung on her left ankle, and her toenails — peeking out of her sandals — were painted a dark orange. The dress was low-cut, revealing the curve of her breasts, and Kyle had a vision of his face pressed close to them. He breathed deeply and imagined savouring their aroma. No makeup to mar her delicate lips, bright eyes, and freckled cheeks. Her neck-length strawberry-blond hair tucked behind her right ear with a purple and orange flower, which emphasized her entrancing eyes.

The next thing Kyle knew, he was sitting on the couch. He felt something wet sliming on his chest, and he realized that most of the shaving cream had slid off his face. His deep embarrassment and conviction that he’d forever screwed up his chances to ever, ever hook up with Lauren prevented him from appreciating the touch of Lauren’s hands, which were gently cupping his left hand.

Before either of them had time to say anything, the phone rang again. When, after a few rings, Kyle didn’t move, Lauren let go of his hand and answered it. “Hold on a minute,” she said. “I’ll see if he’s available.” She held her palm tightly over the receiver and pointed the phone toward Kyle. “It’s for you. Should I just take a message?”

Automatically, Kyle grabbed the phone and said, “Hello?”

It was that voice again. “Is that your girlfriend? She sounds nice. What’s her name?”

Kyle dropped the phone on the floor, let out a long, loud, angry howl, and started crying again. This should have been a perfect evening, and it had turned into hell.

Lauren picked up the phone. Kyle was too wrapped up in his own misery to hear what she said.

Later — a few minutes? an hour? Kyle had lost track of time as well as hope — his face and chest were being softly wiped clean by a warm, moist towel. Kyle refocused, brought his senses to bear on his immediate surroundings.

He was still sitting on the couch. From the light coming through the window, he estimated that it was still early evening. Not much time had elapsed, then. Lauren had taken off her jacket. Her shoulders looked so soft. She was washing him. Could he feel more pathetic?

She looked up at him — she must have sensed a shift in his posture — and it took all of his will power not to segue into the never-never land her eyes usually sent him off to.

“Look, Lauren, I — I, huh, I’m sorry about all this. My Uncle Flip died last week, and then the phone — I mean, this isn’t — I’m not — Fuck. I — ”

She said, “Shh,” tracing his lips with her finger. Facing him, she sat on his thighs. She slipped the straps off her shoulders and pulled down her dress. She put his hand on her breast and kissed him, tentatively.

Feeling stupid as the words left his mouth, Kyle said, “But what about the movie? It’s only playing tonight.”

She kissed him again, shutting him up.
Kyle didn’t believe it. “You’re telling me that everyone knows this? How come I don’t? It doesn’t make any sense.” Kyle and Lauren sat in a booth at The Small Easy, an all-night café that, it turned out, they both knew and really liked. The lighting was intimate, but not too dark. There was a candle burning at their table. A big cactus-like plant further enhanced the feeling of privacy by isolating the booth from the rest of the cramped café. Not that it really mattered then, anyway. At 4 a.m., there were only two other customers, neither of whom paid them any attention: an immobile grey-haired man staring out the window, his phone lying on the table and his hand resting on a full cup of tea that looked like it had been cold for a long time, and a teenage Asian girl, with more rings on her face than Kyle could count, scribbling furiously in a notebook between gulps of steaming coffee from a jumbo mug.

“But it’s true. I’ve been talking to both my grannies almost every day since it started last week.” Lauren took a bite out of her tomato sandwich.

“Okay, so how come this stuff isn’t on all the talk shows? Why aren’t there TV specials about it? If what you’re saying is true it would be on the news, in the papers, and all that. There’s no way I wouldn’t know. People would be talking about it. All the time.” Kyle dipped a thick French fry into The Small Easy’s extra-spicy mustard-and-mayo sauce and waved it at Lauren to emphasize his point.

They’d had sex for nearly seven hours. At first, slowly, tentatively, shyly. Then faster, almost violently, flipping impatiently between every position and permutation, trying to experience every sensation the union of their bodies could produce. Then almost in slow motion, taking the time to appreciate the lingering sensations of every touch, kiss, bite, friction. All this without a single word spoken, until, reacting to a loud stomach rumbling, Lauren said, “I’m so hungry!” Another stomach rumbled — perhaps the same one? Kyle wasn’t sure whose stomach had made the noise either time. “Yeah, me, too,” he said. They looked at each other and laughed.

They’d ordered together, sharing a giant bowl of fries, three sandwiches, a salad, and The Small Easy pickle platter — an ever-changing selection of marinated vegetables prepared by the chef.

“It was on Oprah a couple of days ago,” Lauren said, crunching on a carrot stick from the salad.

“Holy shit. Am I ever out of it.”

“Actually, I just made that up.”

“What?”

“I mean, it could’ve been on Oprah. I wouldn’t know. I never watch those shows.”

Kyle was getting annoyed. “Don’t lie to me! None of this shit is true! You’re making all of this up!” In fact, he was getting angry, his voice getting louder.

“No, no. I was making a point. You don’t watch those shows either, right? So how would you know? I mean, I think it’s one of those things everyone knows, but nobody talks about.”

“What do you mean! What things? What do you have to do with this shit? Are you in on it with the guy who called me? Is this a big joke for you? Making fun of me like this?” Kyle was shouting now. The grey-haired man was still looking out the window, ignoring them, but the Asian girl, the waiter, and the cook all stared at them.

Kyle looked at Lauren, looked directly into her eyes. They still had a powerful effect on him, as if his insides were being realigned or something. “Why are you lying to me? I thought — ”

“That really was your dad, Kyle. He’s dead, and he misses you.”

“I have to get out of here.” He got up and took some money out of his pocket. “Here, this should cover my half.”

As Kyle left the café, all he could think about was that he’d just had the best sex of his life and that Lauren was the most gorgeous girl in the world. And that he was walking out on all that. Walking out on Lauren.
Kyle’s mother sounded worried. “Are you sure you’re alright? It’s not like you to call like this. Not that I mind. You should call more often. I almost forget I have a son.”

That again. Every time Kyle called her, his mother reminded him that he should call more often. And she wondered why he didn’t.

“Well, I’ve got a strange question for you. Hum. Huh.”

“Well, what is it? I’ll be glad to help if I can. What do you need?”

“No, Mom, it’s not that. Well. Hum. Have you been getting, like, weird phone calls lately?”

“What do you mean weird phone calls? Perverts? Pranks? No, I haven’t.”

“No, not really. That’s not what I mean.”

“Well, I can’t guess what you mean, Kyle.”

“Like, someone pretending to be someone else?”

“I’m not sure what — Oh! Wait a minute! There was this man the other day . . .”

“Yes?” Damn! Whoever this was had been bothering his mother, too.

“Well, this man, he said he was taking a survey, but, really, he was trying to sell me insurance.”

“Oh. Nothing else?”

“Kyle, just what is going on?”

“Nothing, Mom, I’m just tired, okay. I — Huh. Look. This may sound weird, but when’s the last time you spoke to Dad?”

“That’s okay, I know you miss him. You were always closer to him than you were to me. I know you were. Don’t deny it. The last time I spoke with him was at the hospital. He was on so much medication; I don’t think he even knew where he was. He was mumbling something about your Uncle Flip. And then he went to sleep. When I got home, the hospital called to say that he’d died.”

Kyle had heard all this before. Even after eight years, it still hurt. He didn’t want to cry with his mom on the phone.

“Thanks, Mom. Anyway, I should get off the phone. I’ll be late for work.”

“I love you, Kyle. Don’t work too hard. Maybe you should take a vacation. I could give you money for a trip. Are you eating enough? You should go back to school. You could get a better job then, you know. You should get a girlfriend. You — ”

“Mom. I gotta go. Love you. Bye.”

After he hung up, his phone flashed to indicate there were some messages. He checked: five hang-ups. He was pretty sure what those were. That psycho again.

Kyle wasn’t surprised that his mom had desperately squeezed in most of her usual litany at the end of their conversation. Not for nothing had Kyle moved to another city. After his dad died — when Kyle was fifteen — his mom had tried to compensate for their mutual loss by micromanaging Kyle’s life. She meant well, but he had ended up not knowing what he wanted, with his life, his education, or anything. Faced with the seemingly limitless options of school, he had chosen to drop out and move out on his own; maybe that way he’d eventually sort out what his own ideas were. It didn’t work. He was twenty-three, and he still had no clue.

He sighed, because he was exhausted and because he dreaded going to work. Lauren would be there. He’d feared things would turn out awkward. He should never have asked her out. He should have let her stay a pleasant fantasy. Someone to masturbate to before going to sleep.

But, he corrected himself, she had asked him out, not the other way around. She had brought him flowers. She had sat on his lap, taken her clothes off, kissed him.

As usual, he didn’t know what to think, what to feel.
Half an hour after he got to work, the sky suddenly darkened and rain came down like divine wrath. And kept on going all day. Business was dead, and Kyle spent a lot of time dusting shelves, pointedly avoiding Lauren. Despite himself, he couldn’t help looking at her whenever he thought she wouldn’t notice. He should just confront her and ask her what the hell all that phone business was really about. And then tell her to fuck off, get another job, get out of his life, and just stop being so sexy in front of him all the time.

Or maybe he should just quit. Get away. Travel. Like his mom had said.

Then again, he could just sulk and ignore everything until it went away. Unplug his phone for a while and not pay attention to everything inside himself that was screaming to him to be with Lauren.

There hadn’t been anyone in the store for hours. He saw Lauren talking to Cass, in hushed tones so he couldn’t hear. Then Lauren came straight at him.

“Let’s go,” she said.

“Huh? Where? I mean, I don’t have anything to say to you.”

“Stop being stupid.” She grabbed his hand and walked him toward the door.

“What are you doing? My shift doesn’t end for another two hours.”

“It’s okay, I cleared it with Cass. It’s so quiet. She can handle the store by herself.”

Kyle took his hand back. “We can’t go out there. Look at that rain.”

“So we’ll get wet.”
The sex was even better the second time. She teased him and teased him until it felt as though his cock would burst. Then she slid on him at just the right moment, and he had the longest orgasm ever. When she came on top of him, she cooed in the sexiest way, squirming sinuously, her whole body exuding heaven.

Fuck , Kyle thought.  I don’t care about that phone shit anymore.

They’d come in from the rain soaking wet. One look at each other, and they exploded in laughter so hard their stomachs cramped; they could hardly breathe.

Kyle didn’t remember who started taking whose clothes off first, but in no time they were naked and fucking their way to Kyle’s bedroom.

Afterward, they lay in bed not talking, sometimes grunting, sometimes nibbling, sometimes sniffing each other’s skin, sometimes slowly — almost absent-mindedly — rubbing against each other, until Lauren said, “Okay, we have to talk. About your dad. And I don’t care how funny you are, or how good the sex is, you better not walk out on me this time. Or we’re through.”

“But this is my bed. My apartment.” And he thought, I’m funny? Cool. No-one’s ever told me that before.

“Pretty clever of me, eh?”
In the end, she had just given him a number. His dad’s phone number, she claimed. He’d given it to her that time she’d answered the phone for Kyle. Call him, she’d said, let him tell you. And then call me. Call me. And he could hear in her voice: I know you’re hurting, but don’t fuck this up between us.

After she left, he stared at the number. The area code was 666. What the hell? And what was with the thirteen-digit extension?

Why am I believing any of this?

Because the world’s greatest girl thought he was funny and liked to fuck him, fuck him better than anyone else ever had.

He picked up the phone: a dozen more hang-ups in his voicemail. Shit. He put the phone back down again.

And then he thought: Every time I don’t decide something I end up feeling like I made a decision anyway. The wrong one. Always the wrong one. How had I ever had the guts to move out from Mom’s? A rare moment, that.

“Well,” Kyle said out loud, “here’s another rare moment.”

And he punched the weird number on his phone. He got the familiar “If you know the extension number of your party please enter it now.” But it continued, in a snarky: “If you don’t, hang up now and stop wasting everyone’s time.”

Kyle punched in the thirteen-digit extension. It was then that he noticed it included both the year his father was born and the year he died.

He got his dad’s voicemail.
Kyle’s father had been his best friend. When he died the world got darker, almost too dark for Kyle to handle. If it hadn’t been for Uncle Flip, Kyle might not have been able to cope.

Kyle and his dad watched the same stupid TV shows together, went out to the movies at least once a week, shopped for CDs, played cards and board games every night (Kyle’s mom never understood why they liked that so much), took bike rides, went camping — they did everything together, they were the best of pals. Unlike his friends with their parents, Kyle had never been embarrassed by his dad. Dad was the greatest. Unqualified.

Kyle hadn’t left a message, but his dad — or, rather, the voice claiming to be his dad — called back in less than five minutes. “There’s all kinds of fancy features on this phone, you know. Call display and all that. Even email and internet. Haven’t figured out how to use those yet, though. You know I was never into all that computer stuff. But, hey, I’ve got lots of time now.”

Could Kyle let himself believe that was really his dad on the phone? Why would anyone go to the trouble of playing such a cruel prank on him?

“Listen, Da — I mean, how can it be you? How do I know this is really you?” Kyle was still precariously perched on a seesaw of rage and tears, but managed to keep it internal. He had to see this through, one way or another.

“I know this is hard, son. I hate to hurt you or upset you. But this can be a good thing. We can be pals again, right? Ask me something. Anything. It’s me. Really me.”

It sounded so much like him. “No. I don’t know. You tell me something.”

“Well . . . While I think about that, I want to say that’s one hell of nice girlfriend you’ve got there. She told me to wait before calling you again, that she’d ease you into the idea. Meanwhile, she even called me a few times to keep me company until you were ready. A real sweetheart, she is. Hang on to her.”

Kyle felt himself blush, remembering the two times he’d had sex with Lauren. “Yeah, she’s great.”

“Good. She likes you a lot, you know. When you find someone you love you shouldn’t let them slip away. You shouldn’t . . .” Kyle’s dad trailed off. There was a long silence.

“Dad? Are you still there?”

“Yeah. Sorry about that. Anyway, I think I remembered something, something to prove to you who I am. The summer you were fourteen, at least once a week we played Risk in the basement, through the whole night, creeping back to bed just as the sun started to come up. Your mother would always still be asleep when I slipped in next to her. She never found out.”

“That was the summer before you died.” It was getting harder for Kyle to stifle his tears.

“Oh . . . and remember that week-long bike trip in the country when you were twelve? The first night, when we pitched camp, a fox cub wandered into our tent, and we fed it some cheese.”

“It’s really you, isn’t it?”
They reminisced for hours. And then Kyle started asking questions. Lauren had told him some of it the other night at The Small Easy, but he had assumed it was all lies, and he hadn’t really pieced it together then, or even fully paid attention.

Kyle’s dad explained what he could. “A few weeks ago, Lucifer cut some kind of deal with a telecommunications company — don’t ask me the details, these demons aren’t exactly the chatty type — and got enough phones to distribute to all of the dead. Well, the human dead, anyway. The animals didn’t get phones.”

Kyle still had trouble with some of this. “So . . . You’re in Hell. You were a great guy. The best father ever. Why are you in Hell? And what are animals doing in Hell? I don’t get it.”

“Hum . . . First off, there’s only Hell.”

“What do you mean, only Hell?”

“No Heaven, no Purgatory, no Nirvana, no Valhalla, nothing else. Just Hell. All the dead come here. It’s not so bad, really. A bit boring, maybe — and certainly understaffed and disorganized — but not so bad.”

“So you’re burning in Hell. No matter what I do, I’ll end up burning in Hell.”

“Oh, no. There’s no burning.”

“Torture?”

“Nope. No torture. It’s just this endless sea, only without the water. It’s where all the animals end up when they die. Bears, owls, insects, crocodiles, sharks, whales, dinosaurs, people. It’s all the same. You die. You end up here.”

“There’s dinosaurs in Hell? Cool.”

“I guess so. They’re just part of the scenery, you know.”

“So what do you do all day?”

“Not much. For one thing, you never sleep. You can’t sleep, in fact. So, mostly, you just hang around. Wander. Talk to people. The dogs are nice. Plus, here they don’t shit all over the place. Actually, nobody shits here. Can’t say I miss that.”

“Well that doesn’t sound too bad.”

“I guess not. But the demons shit, though. And fart. Stinko, let me tell ya.”

“Maybe it’s their diet.”

“Could be. I’ve never seen them eat, though.”

“But, all in all, are you alright there?”

“Well, you know, there’s never any sunlight. No movies, either. No TV. No sports. No food. Lots of noisy bugs. Plus you’re kind of insubstantial. You can’t really touch anyone. Almost, but not quite. And it’s kind of hard to get motivated or excited about anything. Nothing ever happens here.”

“But what about God?”

“I dunno. Haven’t seen him. The folk around here don’t seem to like to talk about that.”
After the conversation with his dad, Kyle found seven more hang-ups. Kyle had assumed that all the recent hang-ups in his voicemail had been from his father. He’d meant to ask him, but, in the excitement of actually talking to his dead father, he’d forgotten. Anyway, this established that the hang-ups were someone else’s doing. Who was calling him like that? Couldn’t be Lauren; his mysterious caller had rung several times while they’d had sex. Wasn’t like his mother not to leave long, guilt-inducing messages. And it’s not as if he had friends or anything. Probably telemarketers, he concluded.

It was 8:50 a.m. He’d spoken with his dad for more than nine hours. Wow, he thought. Dad. Dad!

He called Lauren.
“He’s driving me crazy.” Kyle said, while absent-mindedly stroking the hood of Lauren’s clit. She squirmed and moaned. “I mean, I love him, and all that. And he really likes you. He likes how you talked to him that night when he first called and I freaked out.” His other hand cupped her breast, lightly fingered her nipple. She gasped.

“And, like, I know he’s my dad and my best friend, but, geez, he won’t leave me alone. He calls me all the time, and he wants to talk for hours. And hours.”

They were taking a midnight bath. The bubblebath smelled like oranges. A couple of scented candles flickered on the edge of the sink. Lauren lay with her back against Kyle’s chest. Only a little bit of water had splashed on the floor so far.

“I’ve been telling him he should call Mom. But he won’t. He won’t tell me why, either. She asks about him all the time.” The phone calls from the dead had become big news. There’d been lots of TV specials and talk shows. Mediums who used to claim they talked to the dead were all exposed as frauds. The Catholic Church declared that the voices were demons working for the Prince of Lies (as it liked to call Lucifer; Kyle’s dad had seen him from afar a couple of times and said he seemed like a nice guy). The Church’s position was that the voices were trying to undermine Christ’s teachings, by denying Heaven, salvation, and damnation. Religions everywhere were having trouble reconciling their dogma with what the dead were saying. And there were more troubles. There were pressures to retry murder cases in light of details learned from the dead, although not a single case had yet been brought to trial for that reason. Scandals erupted in families, governments, and corporations because of information from the dead. The stock market was taking a beating. The media was having a ball, though.

“I keep telling her that I haven’t heard from him, to spare her feelings, but I hate to lie.” He slid a couple of fingers inside her while pinching her nipple. Lauren cried out, and her legs shot out of the bath, splashing water and bubbles on the floor.

“What am I gonna do? I feel so guilty about it, but I don’t think I wanna talk to him anymore. At least, not so much. I know he’s dead and bored and all that. But, fuck, I’ve got my own life now.” Kyle lifted his hands, emphasizing his frustration.

“Hey,” Lauren said. “Put your hands back where they were.”

A lot more water splashed on the floor after that. When the phone rang, they ignored it.

While they were towelling themselves off, the phone rang again.

“You should get it,” Lauren said. “It might be your mystery caller. One less thing on your mind once you clear that up.”

“Nah. It’s bound to be either my mom or dad. Guilt or boredom. My life’s great options.” With a deep sigh, Kyle answered the phone.

“Kyle! You’re a hard guy to get a hold of.”

“So I heard from Uncle Flip. Turns out he was the one leaving all those hang-ups. He said he didn’t want our first afterlife contact to be a message.” There was silence on the end of the line.

“Dad? Are you still there?” More silence.

“Dad?”

Kyle — barely — heard his dad mutter, “Flip . . .”

“Is everything okay, Dad?”

“Huh . . . sorry, Kyle. Hmm. Listen. There’s something I have to tell you.”
After Kyle got off the phone, he ran over to Lauren’s. He had so much nervous energy to burn. He didn’t bother calling. He just ran.

Wait till she hears this , he thought.

Once he reached Lauren’s apartment, he used the boyfriend key she’d given him. The thought that he rated a key made him feel really horny. He stepped inside.

There was an empty cardboard box on the coffee table and some packing material on the floor. Lauren was hooking up a new machine to her TV.

“Look at you! Are you okay?” she said as she looked up at him.

“Huh? Yeah. I ran here. I’ve got such wild news!”

“Me, too. You’ll never believe what happened to me today.” She finished hooking up the new machine. Kyle noticed what it was. “Hey! You bought a DVD player! Cool!”

Lauren walked up to Kyle, rubbing her face against his chest. “Mmm. You smell real sweaty and sexy, and I want to celebrate.” She grabbed his T-shirt and pulled it off. She gave him a mischievous grin and ran her tongue from his navel to his neck.

Kyle grabbed her, pulled her off her feet, and carried her to the couch. “Tell me what happened!” he said, while he removed her panties from under her skirt.

“I got a call from  Flicker,” she rubbed one hand on his stiff crotch while unfastening his belt with the other. “The editor offered me a monthly column at $2000, plus features and reviews at fifty cents a word.” She reached over and slid a finger up his butt. “I can make a living at this!”

“Babe, that’s so great!” He groaned. “Oh yeah, keep doing that.”

They stopped talking for while.
Kyle drowsily nuzzled Lauren’s neck. They lay on the floor, their clothes strewn all over the living room.

She asked him, “So you never told me your news.”

“That’s right. I guess I’ll just come out and say it. My dad is in love with Uncle Flip.”

“What! Really?”

“Yeah, he was worried I’d freak out, but I think it’s cool, if kinda sad.”

“Well, give me more details.”

Kyle propped himself up and leaned his back against the couch. “Well, it turns out that Dad has always had the hots for Uncle Flip, but never got the nerve to do anything about it while he was alive. Plus, he didn’t want to hurt Mom. And he’s pretty sure that Flip felt the same way. Come to think of it, Flip never did marry or have kids or anything, and he hung around with us a whole lot. Plus, he was always real chummy with Dad. Anyway. So I gave him Flip’s number, and he’s gonna tell him how he feels and try to hook up with him. I’ll feel really good if I know I helped them get together after all this time. I mean, it won’t be like they were alive” — Kyle ran his fingers through Lauren’s hair — “but at least they’ll be able to keep each other company.”

“Kyle, you’re a real sweetheart, you know.” She kissed him, slowly and deeply.

When she disengaged herself, she got up and took something out of a plastic bag. “Remember when we missed that rare version of The Big Sleep at the rep?”

“Yeah.” Kyle grinned, looking at her naked body and remembering the first time they’d had sex.

“Well, we can finally see it.” She held up the DVD case of The Big Sleep. “It’s on here. Let’s watch it. I’ve been thinking so much about buying a player, and this DVD especially. But I couldn’t really afford it. Now, well . . . my gifts to myself in honour of my new success!”

She put the disc in the machine, and they cuddled up on the couch. And Kyle — feeling Lauren’s naked skin against his, enjoying her toes rubbing against his leg — thought, Fuck, life is good. I don’t care if I don’t have a career or big goals or anything. I mean, I kinda don’t mind my job; plus, being with Lauren is doing something. It’s important.
As unexpectedly as the calls from the dead started, they stopped. When people tried calling the dead, they got “The number you have reached is not in service.” The phone calls from Hell had lasted a month. “A lunar month,” Lauren told Kyle. “The calls started on a full moon and ended on the next.” Kyle didn’t know what that was supposed to mean. “I don’t know, either,” said Lauren, “but it can’t be just a coincidence.”

Surprisingly quickly, the world recovered. Already the news was filled with stories “proving” that it had been a scam or a practical joke. But Kyle knew better.

He never did find out if his dad and Uncle Flip met up with each other.  But they probably did, or will, he thought. Hell’s a big place, but they have lots of time.
Lauren and Kyle moved in together into a bigger apartment, one big enough for her to have an office at home. They were getting dinner ready; Lauren’s brother Jordan was in town and coming over. Kyle was a bit nervous about meeting him for the first time. He was a really important part of Lauren’s life. What if they didn’t get along?

Trying to get over his anxiety, Kyle said, “Hey! Get this. There were these two guys — ”

Lauren interrupted him. “You know, when I say you’re funny, I don’t mean that your jokes are funny, so you should stop trying so hard to make jokes.”

“Oh.” Kyle was confused. Was this some kind of roundabout way of breaking up with him? And he thought things were going so well. Shit.

“It’s how you are, who you are, that’s so funny. Just relax and be yourself. You amuse me in so many little ways. The look of panic in your face every time someone addresses you. The way you always spit exactly three times after you brush your teeth. How you constantly rub your nose. How you tend to lose yourself inside your own head. How you overreact to everything.”

“So it’s who I am that’s a joke?” Instead of breaking up with him, she’ll laugh at him for the rest of their lives? Kyle tried to balance the damage to his ego with the sex and all the other ways she made him feel good.

“No, silly. You’re charming! Everything about you is charming! You’re so transparent and honest. Real and direct. I love that.”

“Oh. Alright, then.” He grinned.

Lauren sat him down, dropped on his lap, squeezed his hand between her thighs, and kissed him.

And Kyle looked into those bright brown, almost orange eyes of hers and lost himself in the love he saw in there.

Lauren jumped off Kyle’s lap when the doorbell rang. Kyle savoured the lingering taste of her lips on his own.

Lauren walked back into the kitchen with her brother in tow, and Kyle looked up into his big, light-brown eyes, so bright they were almost orange. And Kyle thought, Shit, he’s really cute.
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