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Chapter One


Saturday May 24


The sound of breaking glass shocked Rhonda Bain awake. She went rigid on the bed and stared at the dark ceiling.


She told herself it wasn’t someone breaking into the house; a framed picture or a mirror had fallen off one of the walls.


She didn’t believe it.


Someone had smashed a window. She’d heard glass hitting a floor, so it was the kitchen window; the other rooms had carpet.


Rhonda imagined herself bolting from the bedroom, racing for the front door. But as she rushed past the kitchen, a dark shape would lurch out and grab her.


I can’t just lie here and wait for him!


She flung the sheet aside, sat up, snapped her head toward the bedroom window. The curtains were open, stirring slightly in the breeze. She shivered and clenched her teeth, but not because of the mild night air on her bare skin.


I’ve gotta get out of here!


The window was no good. The damn thing was louvered. There wouldn’t be time to pull out enough slats, remove the screen and climb through. If she barricaded the bedroom door and smashed an opening with a chair . . .


She flinched at the sound of a footstep – a shoe crunching broken glass.


He’s still in the kitchen.


If I try smashing the slats, he’ll know I’m here, and what if he gets to me before I can—


He doesn’t know I’m here!


Rhonda swung her legs off the bed. She rose slowly. The boxsprings squeaked a bit, but then she was standing. She turned to the queen-sized bed. With trembling hands, she smoothed her pillow, drew up the top sheet, then the electric blanket, then the quilt. A few tugs and the bed looked as if it hadn’t been slept in.


She crouched. She sat on the carpet. She lay back and squirmed sideways, the hanging quilt brushing across her body. It passed over her face. She kept moving. It slid over her left breast, then her shoulder. She scooted in farther. Stopping, she fingered the hem of the quilt. It was five or six inches beyond her left hip and about two inches short of touching the floor.


Good enough.


She lay still, hands pressed to the sides of her thighs. She was trembling badly. She heard her quick thudding heartbeat. She heard herself panting. But she didn’t hear footsteps.


He’s probably out of the kitchen, walking on carpet. Where?


Turning her head, Rhonda could see out with one eye. She watched the bottom of the doorway.


Calm down, she told herself.


Oh, sure thing.


Want him to hear your damn heart drumming?


She let go of her legs, rested her hands on the carpet, and concentrated on letting her muscles relax. She filled her lungs slowly and let the air out.


Calm, she thought. You’re not even here. You’re lying on a beach. You’re at the lake, stretched out on a towel. You can hear the waves lapping in, kids squealing and laughing. You can feel the sun and the breeze on your skin. You’re wearing your white bikini.


You’re naked.


Her stomach twisted.


You’re naked and hiding under a bed and somebody’s in the goddamn house.


She suddenly felt trapped. Though the bed didn’t touch her, it seemed to be pressing down, smothering her. She struggled for breath. She wanted out. She ached to squirm free, scurry to her feet and make a dash for safety.


Calm down. He doesn’t know you’re here.


Maybe he does.


The pale beam of a flashlight danced through the darkness beyond the bedroom door. Rhonda glimpsed it. Then it was gone. She held her breath and stared through the gap, waiting. The beam scrawled a quick curlicue, darted high and vanished again.


He’ll come in soon, Rhonda thought. He’ll find me. God, why didn’t I make a run for it when the window broke?


Why didn’t I go with Mom and Dad to Aunt Betty’s?


She forced herself to take a breath.


The beam of the flashlight slanted through the doorway, swept toward Rhonda and up.


He’s checking the bed, she thought.


See, nobody’s here. So get on with it. Rob the place. Take whatever you want, you bastard, just don’t look under the bed.


With the snap of a switch, the lights came on.


Rhonda’s fingernails dug into her thighs.


Her one eye saw a pair of old jogging shoes in the doorway. The ragged cuffs of blue jeans draped their tops and swayed slightly as the man walked forward.


The shoes stopped, turned, moved toward the closet. Rhonda watched the closet door swing open. She heard some empty hangers clink together. A loop of threads hung from the back of the jeans’ frayed left cuff, dangling almost to the floor.


The shoes turned again. They came toward her, veered away, and passed out of sight as the man walked toward the end of the bed. She heard quiet steps crossing the room.


A sudden clatter and skid of metal made Rhonda flinch.


He must’ve yanked the curtains shut.


What for? The backyard is fenced. Nobody can see in. Maybe he doesn’t know that. Or he knows it, but isn’t taking any chances. Not with the light on.


The bed shuddered. It kept shaking above Rhonda. The edge of the bedspread trembled. She turned her face up. There was only darkness above her, but she pictured the man crawling over the mattress.


What’s he doing?


He’s right on top of me!


The bed squawked as if he’d suddenly flopped down hard. Something wispy – the fabric under the boxsprings? – fluttered briefly against Rhonda’s nose.


She heard a click.


What was that?


Rhonda suddenly knew. The stem on the back of the alarm clock. She’d pulled it after getting into bed, wanting to wake up early for Jurassic Park Marathon on a cable channel.


He knows I’m here.


Rhonda squeezed her eyes shut. This isn’t happening, she thought. Please.


The bed shook a little. Turning her head, Rhonda watched fingers curl under the edge of the quilt near her shoulder. The quilt lifted. There was more rustling above her. The quilt stayed up. Hands lowered and pressed flat against the carpet. Then an upside-down head filled the space between the bed and the floor.


A man, perhaps twenty-five or thirty years old, stared in at her. His light brown hair was cut short. Even though his face was upside-down, he looked handsome. In other circumstances, Rhonda might have found herself attracted to him. But she felt only revulsion.


She squirmed sideways, moving toward the center of the bed.


‘Go away!’ she gasped.


The man did a quick somersault off the bed, landed lightly on his back, rolled over and peered in at her. One hand darted out like a paw. The hooked fingers missed her upper arm by inches and raked back along the carpet.


Pushing himself up, he crawled on hands and knees toward the end of the bed.


Heading for the other side?


Rhonda heard nothing. She turned her head to watch the quilt along the right side of the bed. It was lower there, touching the floor.


She shrieked as cold hands grabbed her ankles.


They pulled. Rhonda skidded, the carpet burning her back. She swept her arms away from her sides, reached up and clung to the metal bedframe. The pulling hands stretched her. She kicked, barking a shin on the end of the frame. The hands tugged. Her body jerked, leaving the floor and pressing the underside of the boxsprings for an instant before she lost her hold and dropped.


The carpet seared her buttocks and back. She clawed at the bed, ripped the flimsy cloth, tried to grab springs, curled fingertips over the edge of a wooden cross-slat. But the man was dragging her too hard and fast. Nothing could stop her rough slide.


The quilt flapped her face.


Clear of the bed, she squirmed and tried to kick her feet free of the man’s grip. He clamped her ankles against his hips. He smiled as if he enjoyed watching her struggle.


Finally, exhausted, she lay still and panted for breath.


The man kept smiling. He kept her feet pinned to his sides. His head moved as he inspected her with wide, glassy eyes.


Rhonda pressed a hand between her legs. She crossed an arm over her breasts.


The man laughed softly.


He said, ‘No need of modesty, Rhonda.’


He knows my name!


‘Who are you?’ she gasped.


‘I’ve been watching you. You’re very beautiful.’


‘Leave me alone.’ Her voice sounded whiny, scared. She didn’t care. ‘Please,’ she said.


‘Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you. Just don’t cause any trouble and do exactly what I say, and you’ll be fine.’


Rhonda started to cry.


The man kept smiling.


‘Okay,’ she finally said through her sobs. ‘I’ll . . . just don’t . . . hurt me. Promise?’


‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’


Rhonda’s body was found three days later and far from home.




Chapter Two


Saturday June 21


The jangle of the telephone forced its way into Rick’s dream and woke him up. Moaning, he rolled onto his side. The lighted dial of the alarm clock on the nightstand showed five o’clock.


Braced up on an elbow, he reached over the clock and lifted the phone’s handset. As he brought it to his face, the uncoiling cord nudged the clock off the stand.


‘This is obscene,’ he muttered.


‘How did you guess?’ Bert started breathing heavily on the other end of the line.


‘It’s still night,’ Rick interrupted. ‘That’s the obscenity. Human beings weren’t meant to get up before dawn.’


‘There are human beings who do it every day.’


‘Not when they’re on vacation.’


‘Speaking of which . . .’


‘Must we?’ Rick asked.


‘Don’t be so negative. You’re going to love it. The fresh mountain air, the grand vistas, not to mention the peace and quiet . . .’


‘I’ve been camping before. It’s not my idea of—’


‘Never with me.’


‘Right. Bertha Crockett, Queen of the Wild Frontier.’


The sound of her husky laugh reminded Rick of just why he had allowed Bert to talk him into a week of backpacking. ‘Are you still in bed?’ he asked.


‘I’ve been up for an hour. I’m all packed and showered.’


‘Dressed yet?’


That laugh again. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know.’


‘Matter of fact . . .’


‘Come on over and find out.’


‘Bye.’


‘Hey!’


‘Huh?’


‘I called for a reason.’


‘I thought it was just to interrupt my sleep.’


‘You’ll be passing some doughnut shops on the way over. Why not pick up a dozen? We can eat them in the car. I’ll fill a Thermos with coffee.’


‘Okay, fine.’


‘See you later.’


‘Half an hour. So long.’ He hung up, swung the sheet away, and sat on the edge of his bed.


We’re actually going to do it, he thought. The realization made him tight and shaky inside. Leaning forward, he propped his elbows on his knees and stared at the floor.


It’s today. Christ.


When they’d decided to make the trip, when they’d outfitted him, even last night while he was packing, the journey seemed somehow distant and vague, as if it were a concept, not an event that would actually occur.


Like having a will drawn up, he thought. You do it, but you don’t quite figure on having any real need for it.


Then one fine morning . . .


You can still back out.


Hell I can.


Should’ve just refused when it first came up.


He had suggested alternatives: the MGM Grand in Las Vegas, the Hyatt on Maui, a tour of Ireland, a cruise on a luxury liner to Acapulco, even a steamboat trip down the Mississippi. But Bert had her heart set on backpacking in the Sierras. Somehow, she’d let two years slip by without roughing it, and she needed time in the wilderness. She had to go, with or without Rick.


And who would she go with, if not with Rick?


Myself, she’d answered. I find myself excellent company, but you’re pretty excellent, too.


That had settled it. The thought of Bert going alone was intolerable.


And what was true three weeks ago was still true. Rick was sure of that. If he backed out, Bert would make the trip alone.


He flinched at the sudden blare of his alarm clock. Reaching down, he picked up the clock and silenced it. He placed it on the nightstand. Hard.


Okay. You’re going. So relax and enjoy it.


He put on a robe, walked down the hall to the room he thought of as his ‘entertainment center’, and stepped behind the wet bar. There, he made himself a Bloody Mary with a double shot of vodka, light on the tomato juice, heavy on Worcestershire and tabasco. He twisted a wedge of lemon over the drink, added ground pepper, and stirred.


It tasted tangy and good. He carried the glass into the bathroom. After using the toilet, he took a shower. He wanted to linger under the soothing hot spray. After all, there would be no showers for the next week.


No soft bed.


No safety of walls and locked doors.


No Bloody Marys.


At least you’ve packed a fifth of bourbon and a revolver, he thought. Those’ll help.


Bert’ll crap when she finds out.


Tough. Not going into the wilderness without my peacemakers.


Rick turned off the water and climbed out of the tub. He quickly dried himself. He took a long drink of his Bloody Mary, then rolled deodorant under his arms. The shower hadn’t lasted long enough to steam up the mirror. He lathered his face and shaved. Though his hand trembled, he managed not to cut himself.


Back in the bedroom, he tossed his robe aside and stood in front of the full-length mirror on his closet door to comb his hair. At least you’re in good shape, he consoled himself. You were a wimpy teenager last time around.


Last time around . . .


His scrotum shriveled tight. In the mirror, he saw his hanging penis shrink.


Turning away from his reflection, he stepped into his underpants and pulled them up. The hugging fabric took away some of the vulnerable feeling. He took another drink, then finished dressing.


Bert had selected the outfit: a camouflage shirt with epaulets and pocket flaps, and baggy olive green trousers with pockets that reached down almost to his knees. He fastened the web belt, put on his socks and boots, and stepped in front of the mirror again.


All you need is an ascot and a red beret, he thought, and you’ll look like a paratrooper.


Appropriate. You sure as hell feel like one – like a paratrooper about to take the big step without benefit of a ’chute.


Rick made his bed. He checked the bedroom windows to be sure they were shut and locked.


He finished his Bloody Mary on the way into the kitchen. There, he rinsed out the glass and put it into the dishwasher.


Then he went into the living room.


His backpack was propped upright against the front of the sofa. On the nearby table were his sunglasses, handkerchief, wallet and keys, Swiss Army knife, matches and a pack of thin cigars. He loaded them into his pockets. Then he mashed a battered old cowboy hat onto his head. He stepped over to his pack.


Forgetting anything? he wondered.


He had double-checked Bert’s instructions while packing last night. He knew he was missing nothing on her list.


What else?


Curtains all shut. Lights off. The timer set for the living-room lamp so that it would come on at eight each night and go off at eleven. Doors and windows locked. Newspaper delivery stopped. Mail put on vacation hold.


That seemed to be everything.


Rick hoisted the backpack and slipped his arms through its straps. It felt heavy, but had a comfortable fit.


He turned around once.


What are you forgetting?


Rick entered the courtyard of Bert’s apartment building. On his way up the outside stairs, he paused and stepped aside while a man in a sport coat and necktie came down.


Lucky guy, Rick thought. He’s on his way to work. Wish I was.


But that feeling changed when Bert opened her door. Rick stepped inside and into her arms, felt the moist warmth of her mouth, her tight hug, her breasts and pelvis pressing against him. He slipped his hands beneath her loose shirt-tails and caressed her back. It was smooth and bare. He moved his hands all the way up to the sides of her neck and slid them out along her shoulders. He was always amazed by her shoulders; they were slender but wide, giving her body a tapered look and feel. As he stroked them, Bert squirmed against him and moaned.


‘How about one for the road?’ she whispered.


‘You’re kidding,’ Rick said.


‘Well, if you’re in a big hurry to get going . . .’


‘I think we can spare a few minutes. Or a few hours. Or a few days.’


‘However long it takes.’


Straddling Rick on her hands and knees, Bert stared down into his eyes. Her mouth was open. She was still breathing heavily. ‘Well,’ she said.


‘Well.’


‘Guess we’d better get a move on.’


‘Yeah.’


She lowered herself and kissed his mouth. He felt her nipples brush against his chest. Then she pushed herself up. ‘I guess that’ll hold us till tonight,’ she said.


‘Isn’t it customary to sleep after all this exertion?’


‘If you want me to drive, you can sleep in the car.’


‘How about a shower first?’


‘Already had one this morning.’


‘So did I. But this was a messy job, and—’


‘I’ll keep my mess, thank you. Something to remember you by,’ she added, smiling down at him. ‘You may feel free to take a shower, however, if you make it quick.’


‘Without you?’


Nodding, Bert climbed off him.


‘I’ll pass,’ Rick said.


He got out of bed and followed her. The air stirred against his damp body, cooling him. He watched Bert. Her short blonde hair looked brown in the dim light, her skin dusky. She walked with easy strides. Rick’s gaze slid down her wide shoulders, her back, her slim waist, and lingered on the smooth moving mounds of her buttocks.


When we’re on the trails, he thought, I’ll let her take the lead.


He tightened inside. He wished he hadn’t thought about being on trails.


We’re not there yet, he told himself.


He stopped in the entryway to the living room and leaned against the cool wood.


Bert continued into the room. Her head lowered as she looked at the discarded clothing. She was in profile when she bent at the waist, and Rick stared at the side of her breast. She picked up her panties. Her breast swayed slightly as she shifted from one foot to the other and stepped into them. The panties were little more than a white elastic waistband. When they were on, she turned toward Rick.


‘Am I the only one getting dressed around here?’ she asked.


‘Yep.’


‘Anything to stall.’


‘Magnificent view. Mount Bertha.’


‘That’s twice.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Once more and you’ve had it.’


‘Bert’s a boy’s name. You quite obviously are no—’


‘Bertha’s a cow’s name. My parents were mad.’ After a glance at the floor, she ducked down and picked up a white sock. She bent over, raised a foot, and started to put the sock on.


‘What name would you have liked?’ Rick asked.


‘Maybe Kim, Tracy, Ann. But they didn’t ask. How about you?’ She stretched the sock almost to her knee and picked up its mate.


‘Ernie,’ Rick said.


‘Ernie’s a trucker’s name.’


‘We’d be Bert and Ernie. We could move to Sesame Street.’


Bert shook her head. She lost her balance and hopped on one foot to steady herself. Rick watched her breasts shake. She finished with the second sock and straightened up. She looked at Rick’s penis, then at his face.


‘You missed your calling,’ she said. ‘You should’ve been a peeping Tom.’


‘Doesn’t pay as well as ophthalmology.’


‘Taking care of other people’s peepers.’


‘So they won’t miss out on the glories of observing the human form.’


‘You’re a humanitarian.’ She picked up her tan shorts and stepped into them. They were loose-fitting, with deep pockets and button-down flaps like the trousers she had picked for Rick. After belting them, she sat on the floor and began to put on her boots.


She was deliberately leaving her shirt for last.


‘What I like about you,’ Rick said, ‘you’re so considerate.’


‘Maybe I enjoy being looked at as much as you enjoy the looking.’


‘Impossible.’


‘Then just consider it a perk. I know you’re not thrilled about spending your vacation in the boonies. Anything I can do to make it more bearable . . .’


‘So far, it’s just great.’


When Bert finished tying her boots, she reached around, picked up Rick’s socks, and tossed them to him.


‘I usually start with my shorts,’ he said.


She grinned. ‘Not this time.’ She leaned back, braced up on straight arms, and watched. Rick couldn’t take his eyes off her. After his socks were on, she threw the shirt to him. Then his shorts, and finally his trousers. While he fastened the belt, Bert slipped into her faded, blue chambray shirt. Leaving it open, she rolled the sleeves up her forearms. Then she buttoned the front.


Show’s over, Rick thought.


A sudden rush of panic squeezed him.


Bert frowned. ‘What’s wrong?’


He shook his head.


‘What is it?’


‘Just butterflies.’


‘You look like you got kicked in the nuts.’


Feel that way, he thought. ‘I’m fine,’ he said.


Bert got up. She put her arms around him. ‘What kind of butterflies?’


‘Mallards.’


‘Mallards are ducks.’


‘I’ll be all right.’


‘It’s about camping?’


Rick nodded.


‘I thought you just didn’t want to go without the comforts. It’s more than that.’


‘I had some trouble the last time.’


Bert stroked the hair on the back of his head.


‘I was fourteen. I was packing with my father out of Mineral Springs. We were in deep. Nobody else was around. I stumbled going across some rocks and stepped into a crevice. It was so dumb. I should’ve looked where I was going. Anyway, I sustained fractures of my left tibia and fibula. Dad left me alone to go for help. It was three days before I got air-lifted out. Not such a big deal, I guess, but I was fourteen and it was a pretty desolate area like some kind of Dali nightmare landscape, and I felt . . . vulnerable. There were coyotes around. I’d see them slinking over the rocks near the camp and I figured I was probably on the menu. Hell, I was scared shitless the whole time. The end.’


Bert held him tightly.


‘No major deal in the scheme of things,’ Rick said. ‘But enough to dampen my enthusiasm for roughing it.’


‘You must’ve been terrified,’ Bert said.


‘It was a long time ago.’


‘I shouldn’t have pushed you into this. I mean, I knew you weren’t eager to go, but I never suspected . . .’


He patted her rump. ‘We’d better get a move on.’


‘Maybe we should change our plans.’


‘Call it off?’ Rick asked.


‘Sure. It’s okay with me.’


Go for it, Rick thought. This is just what you’ve been waiting to hear.


‘What about the call of the wild?’ he asked.


‘I’ll answer it some other time.’


‘Without me?’


He felt her shrug.


‘I’ll go. You know what they say about falling off a horse. And about lightning striking the same place twice.’


‘Are you sure?’ Bert asked.


‘Absolutely.’


She squeezed him. ‘I’ll make you a promise. If you break a leg this time out, I’ll stay with you. We’ll stick it out together until somebody comes along, and send them for help. I’ll stay and take care of you. If we run out of food, I’ll fish and set traps. And I’ll shoo the coyotes away.’


It was the last thing Rick wanted to hear. ‘A deal,’ he said.




Chapter Three


Gillian O’Neill stared at the ringing telephone. She didn’t want to pick it up.


This time, she thought, I won’t.


If I don’t pick it up, they’ll be all right.


But as she watched, the handset rose into the air.


No!


She had a pair of scissors in her hand. She rushed forward, ready to cut the cord, but she wasn’t in time. A voice boomed out of the phone as if from a loudspeaker: ‘Guess what happened to your parents!’


The mouthpiece sprayed blood. The red shower splashed Gillian’s face, blinding her. She shrieked, lurched backward, tripped and began a long fall, and jerked awake.


Gasping, she rolled onto her back.


The bell rang again.


Not the telephone; the front door.


Trembling, Gillian used the top sheet like a towel to wipe her sweaty face. Then she scurried off her bed. At the closet, she grabbed her robe. She put it on as she rushed from the room. It clung to her skin. She got the belt tied on her way down the hall.


‘I’m coming,’ she called when she reached the living room.


‘Okey-doke.’ It was the voice of Odie Taylor.


She slowed down. Just Odie. Good.


She opened the door.


Odie smiled nervously. His head bobbed and swayed, as usual, like the heads of the toy dogs Gillian sometimes saw in the rear windows of cars. As usual, he didn’t look her in the eyes. His gaze stayed level with her neck.


‘Wake you?’ he asked her neck.


‘I’m glad of it. I was having a bad dream.’


‘Gee, I’m sorry.’ He hitched up his sagging jeans. ‘You been gone.’


‘I took a little vacation. Want a Pepsi?’


‘Thank you.’


He stayed on the balcony outside the door while Gillian hurried into the kitchen and took a can of soda from the refrigerator. She knew better than to ask Odie in. The only time she had invited him into the apartment, he had gone wild-eyed and started stuttering, scared as a trapped animal until he was outside again.


She handed the can to him.


‘Thank you very much,’ he said. He held it and stared at her neck. His head weaved and nodded.


‘Is there a problem? My rent late?’


‘Heyuh.’ It was Odie’s way of laughing. ‘You’re trying to joke me, Miss O’Neill.’ Odie seemed as nervous about calling her Gillian as he was about entering her apartment. ‘You don’t pay no rent, you own the place.’


‘Oh, that’s right. I forgot.’


‘You didn’t forget, you’re trying to joke me.’


‘Is there a problem, or . . .’


‘Gee.’ He bit down on his lower lip.


‘What is it?’


‘I’m gonna have to go on back home. Pa took a spill off the barn roof.’


‘God, I’m sorry.’


‘Well, he ain’t dead or nothing but he got busted up some. Me and Grace, we’re gonna have to go on back home. I’m sure sorry.’


‘Will you be coming back?’


‘I jist don’t know. I jist might stay. I been thinking maybe with the baby coming we oughta stay at the farm. City’s not a good place for a kid.’


‘Or for anyone else,’ Gillian said. ‘I’m really sorry to have you and Grace leave, you’ve done a great job managing the place.’


‘I’m sure sorry. You’ve sure been nice to us. I don’t know what we’d of done . . .’


‘You’re good people, Odie. I’ll miss you and Grace. But I bet you’ll be glad to get back home.’


‘Well . . .’


‘When will you be leaving?’


‘Friday, I guess. The rents’re all paid up for last month and everything’s tip-top around here. Want me to bring the stuff over?’


‘No, that’s fine. Just leave it all in your apartment so it’ll be there for the new people.’


‘Okey-doke.’


‘I might not be around for the next few days, so hang on a second and I’ll get you your pay.’


Odie stayed in the doorway while Gillian returned to her bedroom. Her handbag was on top of the dresser. She took out the checkbook and wrote a check.


Odie was drinking his Pepsi when she reached the door. She handed the check to him.


‘Thank you very much,’ he said. Then he glanced at it. He raised it close to his face and peered at it. His head stopped moving. He looked at Gillian, looked into her eyes. ‘You made a mistake here, Miss O’Neill. You got a zero too many.’


‘It’s no mistake, Odie.’


‘This says five thousand dollars. We get five hundred, not five thousand.’


‘It’s a bonus for you and Grace being such good managers.’


‘Holy cow.’


‘If I don’t get a chance to see you again before you leave, have a good trip.’ She held out her hand. Odie gripped the check in his teeth and pumped her hand. ‘Drop me a line sometimes, let me know how things are going.’


His head started bobbing again. He took the check out of his teeth. ‘Sure will, Miss O’Neill. Gillian.’ His voice was high-pitched. He grimaced as if he were in pain. He fluttered the check under his face. ‘Grace, she’s gonna lay a brick when she sees this.’ He shrugged.


‘Take it easy, Odie.’


‘Yeah. Holy cow.’ Rubbing the back of his hand under his nose, he turned away and started along the balcony toward the stairs.


Gillian shut her door. She went into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee.


She would miss Odie and Grace. She had managed the twenty-unit apartment complex herself for almost a year before they showed up in their lopsided pickup truck. Odie was unemployed, but Grace had already lined up a book-keeping job that would bring in enough money to cover the rent and little else.


Gillian not only liked the two at once, she trusted them. She gave them an apartment rent-free and hired Odie, overjoyed to be released from the burden of running the place.


Now they were leaving.


I’ll have to get someone else, she thought as she poured a mug of coffee. No way am I going to start managing again.


Sliding open the kitchen door, she stepped onto the sundeck and sat down on a padded chair. She stretched her legs out, propping her feet on a plastic table. She took a drink of coffee.


Damn.


Her stomach hurt. It wasn’t just losing her managers, it was liking them and knowing she would never see them again after they left.


They weren’t exactly friends. But she had cared about them, and now they’d be out of her life forever.


That’s life, she told herself. That’s why you shouldn’t start caring.


She drank some more coffee. She rested the mug on the arm of the chair, closed her eyes and tilted her head back to feel the sun on her face.


How’s about bugging out? she thought.


I don’t know.


She’d only come back yesterday. The need wouldn’t start getting strong for a week or two.


Right.


But with Odie and Grace taking off, she might be stuck here after Friday – at least until she could find someone to replace them.


If you wait, you might have to go without for a whole month. Maybe even longer.


You’ll be climbing the goddamn walls.


Better go for it while you’ve got the chance.


Her decision made, Gillian felt a familiar stir of excitement.


Get a move on, she thought. If you don’t have any luck today, you’ll have to wait for Monday.


She finished her coffee and went inside.


Gillian drove to an area in Studio City where the homes were nice but not elaborate. Rarely did she venture into truly exclusive neighborhoods – except on occasions when she wanted a special treat. Not this time. She had no taste today for the luxuries of a million-dollar home. Nor for dallying with such frills as elaborate alarm systems and private security patrols. A nice home in a middle-income neighborhood was all she desired. This area was just right.


Gillian had spent a terrific week in a house not far from here. The Jenson place. Murray and Ethel, away on vacation to Boston, had been good enough to leave their calendar clearly marked with their departure and return dates. Gillian had simply cleared out the day before they were scheduled to return. That had been back in February. This was June, so plenty of time had passed. She never liked to return to the same general area unless at least three months had gone by.


After cruising the streets for a while, she spotted one of the white Jeeps with red and blue stripes used by mail carriers. It was parked near a corner.


Gillian left her car on the next block, then began to wander the streets in search of the mailman.


Within ten minutes, she found him.


She walked slowly toward him. With his detours to front doors, she soon overtook him. She left him behind. At the end of the block, she crossed to the opposite side of the street and watched him from there.


When he made no delivery to a house, Gillian wrote the address on a note pad.


She spent nearly two hours observing the mailman. By then, she had five addresses on her list.


She returned to each house.


At one, she heard voices through the front door. She walked away and scratched that address off her list.


At another, a surly old man came to the door when she rang the bell. He glared at her. ‘I ain’t buying. I ain’t donating, I ain’t signing shit. Get outa here ’n stop annoying me.’ Gillian smiled at him. ‘Are you saved?’ she asked. ‘Get fucked,’ he said, and slammed the door.


Gillian scratched that address off her list. Her hand shook when she did it.


At the other three homes, nobody answered the doorbell.


One of these had an alarm system, two didn’t. She scratched off the one that had the alarm.


In an alley behind one of the remaining homes, she peered through a narrow gap between the fence and gate. There was no swimming pool, but the back yard had a nice patio area and a hot tub.


She walked two blocks to the other house. On close inspection, she found that it had a swimming pool. A definite plus.


Gillian returned to her car.


On the way back to her apartment, she weighed the choices. A pool was preferable to a hot tub. However, the place with the hot tub had a vacant house next door with a For Sale sign in front. That would mean one less next-door neighbor who might get suspicious of her sudden presence.


Gillian decided on the hot tub house.




Chapter Four


They had set off with Bert driving. After the coffee and doughnuts, Rick nodded off and dozed for an hour. When he awoke, they were on the Grapevine, heading down through the Tehachapis. The valley below them looked flat and endless.


In Bakersfield, they stopped at a filling station. The gas tank was only half empty, but their bladders were full. Bert used a restroom while Rick pumped gas at the self-service island. When she returned, he hurried to the men’s room.


He came back and offered to take over the driving, but Bert said that she wasn’t tired yet. ‘Why don’t I drive till Fresno?’ she suggested. ‘That’s when we start east. I’ll let you experience the joys of the mountain driving.’


‘Fine. And you can navigate, since you’re the one who allegedly knows where we’re going.’


When they reached Fresno, they were ready for lunch. Bert took an off-ramp. Along the sideroad were several restaurants. Bert said that a Burger King would do nicely, but Rick talked her into Howard Johnson’s. ‘I’ve really got a craving for fried clams,’ he told her, ‘and that’s a specialty at Howard Johnson’s.’


‘You interested in the clams or the bar?’ Bert asked.


‘Both,’ he admitted.


‘Just remember you’ll be driving.’


Inside, they each drank a Bloody Mary while they waited for the meal to be served. Then Bert had iced tea with her clams and French fries, and Rick had a beer. He nursed the beer along, wanting another but holding back so Bert wouldn’t start to worry.


The car was stifling when they returned to it. Rick put on the air conditioner, and soon cool air was blowing against them.


Though the alcohol made him groggy for a while, it blunted his apprehension as the valley was left behind.


The land changed quickly. For a while, the road rose and dipped through brown foothills where cattle grazed. There were few trees, and only a scattering of rock. Then the rolling fields became littered with rock, and clumps jutted up like broken knobs of bone that had split the flesh of the earth. The road curved upward, a granite wall on their right, a ravine on the left. Then trees on both sides cast their deep shadows onto the pavement.


Bert asked Rick to turn off the car’s air conditioner. They both rolled their windows down. Warm air that smelled of pine rushed into the car. ‘Delicious,’ Bert said.


She rested her elbow on the window sill, and Rick stole glances at her as he steered around the curves. Her forearm was sleek and tanned. Her face was tilted toward the window. The one eye he could see was half shut and her mouth was open slightly, smiling. The wind ruffled her hair and fluttered the open neck of her shirt.


God, she was beautiful.


In Rick’s imagination, she opened more buttons and the wind flapped her shirt open.


Then his mind strayed away from her beauty. He found himself wishing he were Bert, face to the wind, relishing the scented mountain air. She seemed untarnished, pure and free, enjoying herself like a child. Rick longed to be inside her and feel the way she must feel. There would be no worries, no knot in his stomach, only the thrill of being in the mountains at the very start of a vacation.


He could remember the way it felt to be that way. The memories made him hurt for what had been lost.


Maybe I can get some of it back, he thought. Maybe some of Bert will rub off on me.


Just don’t let me rub off on Bert. Don’t, for godsake, ruin it for her.


Bert turned her head. ‘I once hiked three days,’ she said, ‘and never saw anyone. Can you imagine that? Nobody else on the trails. We camped by lakes and had them all to ourselves.’


‘That does sound nice,’ Rick said. ‘I hope we get a lake to ourselves.’


‘Yeah, I bet I know what you’ve got in mind.’


‘You can freeze your nuts off in those glacial lakes.’


‘Not me.’


Rick laughed.


‘It’s not so bad,’ Bert said, ‘once you get used to it.’


‘I was never in that long.’


‘One does tend to take on a lovely shade of blue.’


‘I guess we’ll find out,’ Rick said. ‘You swim, I’ll watch you turn colors.’


‘Chicken.’


‘I’ll be your towel holder.’


‘One doesn’t use a towel. One lies out in the sun on a flat rock.’


‘That’s how it’s done, huh? Does one wear a swimming suit?’


‘Not if one can help it.’


‘This is sounding better and better.’


‘But you’ve got to be somewhere isolated for that, so I wouldn’t count on it.’


‘You mean we won’t be isolated? I thought that was the whole idea.’


‘It’ll be in an area that’s pretty out of the way. I know the popular places that’ll be swarming with campers, and we’ve steered clear of those. But we won’t be in deep. Even if you do go in deep, that’s no guarantee. Just means you meet a hardier breed of hiker. We’ll probably have some company, but not much.’


‘Be great if it was just you and me.’


‘That, of course, is what we’ll be shooting for.’ She ran a hand down his thigh, gave him a pat, then reached to the glove compartment. She took out a map. As she unfolded it, the wind snapped it taut. She lowered it against her legs.


‘We almost there yet?’


‘Not by a long shot. The fun hasn’t even started.’


‘Which fun is that?’


‘About thirty miles on an unpaved road.’


‘I can hardly wait.’


‘That’s the part that keeps out the riff-raff.’ She spent a while studying the map. ‘It’s not even on here,’ she said.


‘Maybe it doesn’t exist.’


‘Jean at the office was there last summer with her husband. They stumbled onto the road by accident and thought the area was great. I’ve got her directions.’ Bert patted her breast pocket. ‘We’ll find it.’


A while later, dwellings began to appear among the trees on both sides of the road. Some of them looked like summer cottages Rick had known as a boy. There were a few log cabins and several A-frames. He heard the sputter of a distant chainsaw.


A sign read: BRIDGER CREEK, POPULATION 63, ELEVATION 7,300.


‘We’re getting up there,’ Bert said.


Bridger Creek had a crossroads. On two of the corners stood A-frame real estate offices. On another corner was the B.C. Bar with a few pickup trucks and motorcycles and off-road vehicles parked in its lot. The fourth corner was occupied by a general store with gas pumps in front.


Rick stopped beside one of the pumps. A skinny teenaged boy in bib overalls trotted down from the porch. He wore a cap with its bill at the rear. He smiled through the window at Rick. Two of his upper front teeth were missing. ‘Help ya?’ he asked.


‘Fill it up with unleaded,’ Rick said.


The kid went over to the pumps.


‘“Duelling Banjos”, anyone?’ Rick asked.


Bert gave the side of his leg a gentle punch.


After paying for the gas, Rick moved the car to the end of the lot. They went inside the store and used the restrooms. Before leaving, they bought a bag of potato chips and two bottles of cream soda.


He drove with the bottle of soda clamped between his legs. It was cold through his trousers. The open sack of chips rested on the seat. He took turns with Bert reaching into it. Sometimes, when he was concentrating on the road, his hand collided with hers.


Soon after the chips and sodas were gone, the road narrowed. It curved along the side of a mountain. Beyond the other lane was a sheer drop to a wooded valley. Rick’s hands tightened on the steering wheel and he slowed down and edged to the right each time he met a descending vehicle. There were pickup trucks, Jeeps and vans, a few R.V.s. The big campers barely had room to squeeze by. Rick began pulling onto the gravel shoulder and stopping each time one of them appeared around a bend.


After the fourth time he did that, he slid a thin cigar out of the pack in his shirt pocket.


‘Uh-oh,’ Bert said. ‘The man’s getting serious.’


‘They help calm me down.’ He held the cigar out to Bert. ‘Want one?’ he asked.


‘Why not?’


Though she had never complained of his cigars, she had never smoked one, either. ‘You are in a festive mood,’ Rick said. He took one out for himself. His hands shook badly as he unwrapped it.


Cigar jutting from her pursed lips, Bert leaned toward Rick for a light and wiggled her eyebrows like Groucho.


Rick lit it for her. ‘You’re a regular guy,’ he said.


‘If I’m a guy, I’m irregular.’


He grinned and fired up his own cigar. He checked the road. Then he eased off the rough shoulder and picked up speed.


Smoking the cigar helped his nerves. So did watching Bert with hers. She didn’t smoke it so much as fool with it: she held it out daintily between two fingers; she stretched out her lips and sucked it like a monkey; she talked with the cigar clamped in her side teeth; she tapped off ashes with her pinky; looking at Rick with half-shut eyes, she licked its blunt wet end and slid the shaft deep into her mouth and out and in again.


‘You’re going to make me crash,’ he said.


‘You’re doing fine.’


Long after the cigars were snuffed out in the ashtray, Bert unbuttoned the flap of her breast pocket and took out a folded yellow sheet from a legal pad.


‘Does this mean we’re almost there?’


‘Time to start thinking about it,’ she said.


She spread the paper open across her thighs. There was no map, just handwritten directions. She looked at it briefly, then put it away and patted it. ‘There’ll be a road on the right with a sign for Jacktooth Mountain.’


‘And we take it?’


‘Nope. We check the odometer and go about twelve miles more. There’ll be a big rock on the left.’


‘A rock? That’s a great landmark.’


‘Some lovebirds painted “Bill & Marie, 69” on it surrounded by a heart.’


‘Romantic. Do you think that’s a year or their favorite pastime?’


‘If it’s a year, it’s been around a long time.’


‘Maybe they make annual pilgrimages to touch it up.’


‘At any rate, after the rock we go about two hundred yards and there’ll be an unmarked road on the right. We take that and follow it to the end. Then we’ll be there.’


Rick looked at his wristwatch. ‘Almost three,’ he said.


‘Jean said it’s about two hours from the Jacktooth Mountain sign.’


‘Lordy. I hope we spot it soon.’


They passed it forty-five minutes later. Rick checked the odometer, added twelve to the mileage, and kept an eye on the slowly turning numbers.


Eighteen miles later, they spotted the rock. Bill and Marie had not been the only artists to leave their mark on it, but they’d been the most ambitious. Their heart, names and number were faded but twice the size of the surrounding graffiti.


‘Two hundred yards,’ Bert said.


‘Want to get out and pace it off?’


‘Thanks anyway. It might be a mile the way Jean gives directions.’


Rick slowed the car. The area to the right was thickly wooded, the spruce and pines brilliant green in the sunlight but dark in the shadows beyond the edge of the road. It looked foreboding.


Rick flinched at the blare of a honking horn. He checked the rearview. A van bore down on them. Without slowing, it veered into the other lane and rushed by. It had a mountain landscape, red in the sunset, painted on its side panel. Rick watched it speed around a bend.


‘There!’ Bert stuck an arm out of the window and pointed.


Rick eased off the road and stopped. He peered through Bert’s window. ‘You think that’s it?’ he asked.


‘Must be.’


All he saw were tire tracks like parallel walking paths leading into the woods. Between the tracks was a hump with foliage growing on it.


‘Fondly referred to as “the fun part”,’ Rick said, and steered onto the twin paths.


Only a few dusty shafts of sunlight slanted down and mottled the forest floor, not enough to dispel the gloom of the heavy shadows. The car rocked and bounced along. Sometimes, the springy limbs of nearby saplings brushed the sides of the car or scraped along with squealing sounds like fingernails on a chalkboard.


Rick wondered vaguely if they were scraping the paint.


The least of my worries, he thought.


‘What happens if we meet another car?’ he asked.


‘It’ll get interesting,’ Bert said.


‘Or have a breakdown?’


‘We’ll call the Auto Club.’


‘Yuk, yuk.’


‘You worry too much.’


A rock on the center hump scraped and clattered against the undercarriage.


Rick took one hand at a time off the steering wheel and wiped each dry on his trousers.


The tracks rose up a gentle grade and dipped on its other side. At the bottom, the tire ruts were puddles. The water whooshed as Rick drove through.


‘Thirty miles of this?’ he asked.


‘Maybe it gets better,’ Bert said.


Around the next curve, the way was blocked by a fallen branch. Bert shrugged.


‘You don’t suppose,’ Rick said, ‘someone put that there to discourage us?’


‘Could be an ambush.’


Rick smiled, but he scanned the nearby trees before climbing out. Quickly, he walked in front of the car and stopped at the broken end of the limb. He crouched over it. The branch had neither been sawn off nor hacked with an axe.


Of course not. Rick felt a little silly for even suspecting such a thing. There was a long split up one side. The limb had simply been torn from a tree by its own weight or a strong wind or a burden of winter snow.


He lifted it with both hands and stepped across the tracks, swinging it out of the way. He gave it a shove and let go. The limb dropped with a soft thud onto the brown mat of pine needles. There was sap on the index finger of his left hand. He bent the finger and felt the skin stick. He sniffed the brown stain. It smelled like a Christmas tree.


Turning back toward the car, he saw Bert behind the steering wheel. He went to the passenger door and climbed in.


‘Mind if I drive?’ she asked.


Bert seemed to enjoy it. Rick enjoyed watching her. She sat forward, away from the seat back, and peered intently out of the windshield. She held the steering wheel with both hands. Sometimes the tip of her tongue appeared at the corner of her mouth.


As time passed, however, Rick found himself watching the woods more often than he watched Bert. He gazed out the windows, half expecting to spot someone in the deep shadows sneaking around among the trees. He saw no one. But the farther they traveled along the dirt tracks, the more certain he became that they were not alone. Once, a sudden moving shape deep in the woods made his heart jump before his mind registered that the shape was merely a deer.


This is going to be a long week, he told himself, if you don’t settle down. Nobody’s out there. Nobody’s stalking you.


But he wished his revolver were close at hand, not in the car’s trunk at the bottom of his backpack.


He kept watching the trees. Sometimes, he looked over his shoulder and gazed out the rear window. If they were being followed, the man or vehicle was not in sight. Could someone looking closely at the tracks tell that their car had recently made the passage? He remembered the limb that he had lifted out of the way and wished he’d had the sense to place it back across the tracks after they’d gone by.


‘What are you doing?’ Bert finally asked.


‘Just enjoying the scenery.’


‘You look like a cemetery guard keeping an eye out for spooks.’


‘Just a little edgy,’ he admitted, and made a weak smile.


‘Hey, if there was anything to worry about, do you think I’d come out to a place like this? I’m the world’s greatest chicken. I get the willies all the time. You should see me when I get back to my apartment at night. Especially after I’ve been with you and it’s late. I check behind the furniture, look in closets. I’ve even been known to look under the bed. And I’ve usually got a great case of the shivers till I’ve made sure nobody’s lurking around.’


‘Really?’


‘Absolutely. I always figure some drooling maniac has gotten in, somehow, and is just waiting for a chance to rape or murder me. Or both.’


‘You’re kidding. You?’


‘Had me figured for a fearless Amazon?’


‘Something like that.’


‘Disappointed?’


‘Well, I knew you were no Amazon. You’ve got two boobs.’


Bert grinned. ‘But really, the way I see it, a certain percentage of people are criminals or dangerous nut cases. Therefore, the smaller the population, the less danger of running into one. When you get out in a place like this, there’s almost nobody so your chances of meeting a creep diminish to almost nothing.’


‘On the other hand,’ Rick said, ‘the larger population works to your advantage in that the nut has a larger pool of victims to choose from. Start decreasing the population, you might have fewer nuts but it also knocks down the odds that someone else will be the victim.’


Bert nodded. ‘So if there is a nut out here, we win by default.’ In a teasing voice she added, ‘Better keep a sharp eye out.’


Though Bert was making light of it, Rick wished he hadn’t pointed out the less comforting side of her argument. Getting her worried would serve no purpose. He should’ve kept his mouth shut.


‘I’ve spent a lot of time in wilderness areas,’ Bert said after a while. ‘I’ve never run into trouble so far.’


‘Well . . .’


‘That probably hurts the odds on this time out, huh?’


‘Don’t be such a pessimist,’ Rick said.


She laughed.


In the silence that followed, Rick’s uneasiness came back. He felt a strong urge to resume his watch of the surrounding forest, but he fought it. He watched Bert instead. Then he lay down on the seat and rested his head on her lap. Drawing up his knees, he propped his feet on the window sill.
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