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One



Neal Darden, alone in his car, took backroads to stay away from Robertson Boulevard. He wasn’t worried about too much traffic on Robertson; he was worried about getting shot for no good reason.


After all, this was night in Los Angeles.


Anybody could get shot at any time of the day or night, but night was worse. And the well-traveled boulevards such as Robertson seemed more dangerous to Neal than the hidden roads that twisted through quiet, residential neighborhoods.


His theory was simple: the fewer cars in sight, the less likely you were to encounter a load of trigger-happy gangsters.


The very best way to stay alive was to avoid going out at all. Especially at night. Especially late at night. He refused to live that way, though. He was only twenty-eight years old, too young to become a hermit. For safety’s sake, he might make a few concessions – but he wouldn’t surrender and stay home for the rest of his life.


You take precautions and you go anyway.


Even if it’s just to return the video rentals.


The two movies were due before midnight. Marta had stayed later than usual, actually changing for work in his bedroom so she wouldn’t have to leave until the very last moment. By the time she’d gone and Neal had finished rewinding the tapes, it had been nearly 11:30.


Plenty of time to reach the store.


But a bad time to be out in your car on the streets of Los Angeles.


Neal knew that he could’ve waited and returned the videos tomorrow. There would be a late charge. Five or six bucks, he supposed. A small amount to pay, compared to the risk of taking them back at this hour of the night. But there was a larger price in waiting for daylight: a payment made in freedom and self-respect.


What kind of chicken-shit’s afraid to drive five miles? he’d asked himself.


Marta, who worked the graveyard shift at LAX, had to drive thirty miles, five nights a week. What would she think if she found out that Neal was afraid to take the videos back?


She’ll never find out, he’d told himself.


She might. Anything’s possible.


It’s a moot point, he’d thought. I’m taking them back tonight, even if it kills me.


Now, driving along the empty streets on his way to the video store, Neal smiled and shook his head. He was pleased with himself. He felt fairly brave and reckless.


In the great scheme of things, the real danger of making a midnight run to the Video City was slim. Nevertheless, a prudent person wouldn’t be doing it. He was needlessly putting himself at risk.


If his mother found out he’d done such a thing, she would pitch a fit.


He smiled and shook his head.


What a way to go, he thought. Killed in the act of returning Straw Dogs and I Spit on Your Grave to the local video store. Oh, the irony.


He laughed softly.


He didn’t feel particularly nervous until after he’d crossed National Boulevard. The freeway underpass, just ahead, never failed to worry him. It was too long, too empty. Driving through it, he always felt cut off from the world, vulnerable.


He had walked through it many times in daylight.


Seen disturbing graffiti under there.


L.A.P.D. 187


KILL OFAY


He sure would hate to run into the taggers who’d scribbled those charming tidbits. He wasn’t a cop. He was white, though. Anyone who enjoyed writing such shit might very well try to kill him.


And such shit got written at night.


He thought about turning around. He could easily go back and take National over to Venice Boulevard. Avoiding the underpass. Avoiding the even creepier area on the other side of it.


As he neared the underpass, though, his headlights showed it to be empty. A broad, barren tunnel.


Nothing to be afraid of.


As he entered, he picked up speed. The engine noise swelled, reverberating off the concrete. On both sides, taggers had left their spray-painted names, symbols and threats – a jumble of secret codes, symbols and bizarre spelling. He’d seen them before, so he didn’t try to study them now; he tried to ignore them.


I really should’ve stuck to the main roads, he decided. This was stupid.


He left the underpass behind.


On both sides, embankments slanted down from the freeway. The lower areas of the slopes were thick with bushes and trees. Then came the old railroad right-of-way. Unused for years. Overgrown. Scattered with every kind of garbage. Bordered by a ragged chainlink fence that obviously did little good.


Neal didn’t even want to think about what sort of people might be lurking in there.


Not very long ago, a police officer had been murdered somewhere in that odd little strip of wilderness. Late at night.


L.A.P.D. 187


He looked both ways. He saw nobody wandering around. But nearby streetlights showed enough dense foliage to hide a legion of mad predators.


His car bumped over the tracks.


Time for another decision.


Make a left onto the backroad, or go straight ahead to Venice Boulevard? If he didn’t make the left here, he would find himself at Venice on the wrong side of the video store. Also, he would have to turn into the drive-through lane of the Burger Boy where that teenager had gotten murdered last month.


He shook his head and sighed.


One way was probably as bad as the other.


The backroad would be more direct.


Narrow, much of it dark under trees that blocked the streetlights, it ran for about half a mile alongside the abandoned railroad right-of-way. Where God-knows-who might be lurking. Where the cop had been gunned down.


Neal made the turn and stepped on the gas.


To his left, the wilderness. To his right, a row of shabby dwellings.


Fun and games if the car breaks down.


His car seemed to be working fine.


Next time, he told himself, just take Robertson and forget about all this backroad crap.


Right. Next time, just forget about returning the damn videos in the middle of the night. You’re asking for trouble with this.


Blowing it all out of proportion, that’s what you’re doing. Better just hope to God nobody ever finds out what a wimp you really are.


Through his open window, mixed in with the mild night air and the sounds from the freeway, came the far-off but distinct outcry of a woman shrieking, ‘HELLLLP!’


Neal’s stomach clenched.


He looked to the left.


For a moment, his view was blocked by a van parked across the road.


After passing the van, he saw the strip of wilderness leading to the embankment. He slowed down and gazed out his window. High in the distance, cars and trucks sped along on the Santa Monica Freeway. He saw nobody by the side of the freeway, nobody in the grass and weeds of the embankment, nobody in the darkness among the trees and heavy bushes that cloaked the base of the embankment, that spread out toward him over the field of the long-abandoned right-of-way. He saw nobody on the railroad tracks.


He saw no lights over there.


The yell could’ve come from anywhere, he told himself. He was fairly used to hearing distant outcries and screams. He would sometimes step outside his apartment, glance around and listen for a while. But he had never done more than that. Most such cries, he suspected, came from kids goofing around.


‘NO!’


Goosebumps prickled Neal’s face.


He swerved to the left, swung off the road, hit the brakes, killed the engine and headlights, yanked his key out of the ignition. Clamping the key case in his mouth, he used his right hand to fling up the lid of his console beside his seat. He fumbled through the compartment, reached under the note pad and change purse and a stack of napkins and snatched up his Sig Sauer .380 pistol.


He thought about the spare magazine. Down there somewhere. Couldn’t afford the time to search for it.


Keys still in his mouth, the pistol in his right hand, he threw open his door with his left and leaped out of his car. He rushed to a gap in the chainlink fence, ducked through it, and ran straight for the deepest, thickest part of the darkness at the bottom of the freeway embankment.


As he ran, he plucked the leather key case out of his mouth. He shoved it into a front pocket of his shorts. Loose down there, it whopped against his thigh with every stride.


His baggy gray shorts looked pale in the night. His legs looked brighter than the shorts. His white socks glared. Only his shoes and shirt were dark.


Should’ve worn black.


Yeah, he thought. Right. Gotta dress proper for my midnight rescue missions.


He couldn’t believe he was doing this.


Must be nuts.


He had never in his life rushed to the rescue of anyone. The opportunity had never come up. He’d never really expected it to come up.


The pistol in his console was meant for self-defense, a last resort in case of attack. He’d bought it after watching news coverage, telecast live from a helicopter, of people being dragged from their cars and beaten nearly to death at the corner of Florence and Normandie back in ’92.


You just never know when you might suddenly find yourself in the middle of a riot, or jumped by a thug who wants to jack your car and possibly kill you in the process.


So you carry a gun, just in case.


Illegal as hell, but worth the risk.


Better to be tried by twelve than carried by six.


He wondered if he would be doing this if he didn’t have the gun.


Not a chance.


This is nuts, he thought.


But he kept on running, kicking out his legs, pumping his arms, leaping over the dim obstacles of railroad tracks, brambles, ruts, an old tire, a sofa cushion, a collection of crushed cans that smelled of motor oil. He dodged the larger bushes, and a car bumper, several trees, a toilet that smelled as if someone had used it not very long ago, and an old door that lay on the ground like an entrance into the dirt.


Then something snagged his foot.


A root, a strand of barbed wire, maybe an electrical cord from a buried appliance.


He didn’t know what, but it grabbed his left foot and held it back. He fell headlong.


On the way down, he almost yelled, ‘Shit!’


He kept his head, and yelled it only in his mind.


The landing hurt. He whammed down on an unseen mixture of foliage, dirt and junk. Things beneath him crackled, mashed, crunched, scratched him and gouged him. His breath got knocked out. His balls took a hit. He had hot, painful places on his knees and arms and chest. He thought that he must be bleeding here and there.


He wanted to get up fast.


No telling what horrible things might be under him. He easily and quickly imagined plenty: rusty nails, broken glass, a used condom or diaper or sanitary napkin, canine or human turds, spiders, snails or snakes. A half-mashed rat might roll over under his belly and give him a nip.


For a while, though, he was unable to move.


Then he pushed himself to his hands and knees, and stood up. He couldn’t stand up straight – too much pain for that. He had to bend over, and it hurt to breathe.


This is what I get for trying to be a hero, he thought.


He felt as if he’d been clubbed in the groin and chest.


Warm trickles were running down from his right elbow and both knees.


‘Don’t,’ he heard. ‘Please.’


Not an outcry, more of a sobbing plea.


From somewhere in the darkness of the trees up ahead and off to the left.


Eyes fixed on the area, Neal clenched his teeth and started hobbling. He tried to be quiet about it.


‘What’ll you give me?’ he heard a man say.


‘Anything. Please.’


A soft chuckle. ‘That’s what I thought.’


‘I don’t want to die.’


‘Glad to hear it. Know what? I don’t want you to die, either. Not for a few more hours, anyhow.’ More chuckling.


Then came a quick hiss.


‘That didn’t hurt, did it?’


‘Yes.’ The sad and hopeless tone of her voice made Neal’s throat tighten.


‘Aw, tough tittie,’ the man said.


Then came a gasp.


‘Or not so tough.’


‘Please.’ She wept.


‘Awwwww.’


‘Ow!’


‘Hurt?’


‘Please.’


‘Tell me something.’


‘What?’ she sobbed.


‘Tell me you’re a filthy, stinking slut.’


‘I’m a filthy, stinking slut.’


‘You need to be cleansed with pain.’


‘I need to be . . . cleansed with pain.’


‘I’m your salvation.’


‘You’re my salvation.’


‘Please, make me scream.’


‘Please . . . make me scream.’


‘You don’t sound like you mean it.’


‘I mean it!’


‘Do you?’


‘Yes!’


‘Liar.’


She squealed.


Limping past a tree, Neal saw them ahead and still a distance over to his left – maybe twenty feet away.


Dim, vague shapes that seemed to be facing each other. One blacker than the darkness, one pale. Both mottled by random flecks and dabs of light that reached them through the foliage.


The pale one, definitely the woman, was facing the dark one. She didn’t seem to be wearing any clothes. She had her back to a tree trunk. Perhaps she was tied to it. Neal could see her squirming. He heard her sobbing.


The man’s dark arm reached toward her. He held something shiny. A small tool of some sort.


Pliers?


‘No!’ the woman gasped. ‘Please!’


‘Oh yes, oh yes,’ the man said.


The tool moved toward her left breast.


Neal yelled, ‘Drop it!’


Both heads turned fast.


The man had a white face masked by wild black hair.


‘Drop the fuckin’ pliers, Rasputin!’ Neal yelled. ‘I’ll blow your head off!’


He flung his arms high. ‘Don’t shoot!’ he yelled. ‘I give up! Don’t shoot!’


Above his head, specked with moonlight, Neal saw the pliers in his right hand and a knife in his left. The slim, tapering blade of the knife looked almost as long as the man’s forearm.


‘Drop that stuff,’ Neal said, aiming his Sig at the dark figure.


Shaking.


Heart racing, pounding.


Mouth as dry as a handful of sand.


The man turned toward him, arms still raised, knife and pliers still in his hands. He looked cadaverous. His black hair and beard hid most of his face except for pale knobs of cheekbones. His long-sleeved, black shirt seemed to cling to the bones of his arms and ribcage, hug his sunken belly. The way his black trousers gleamed, they were probably leather. His black gloves appeared to be leather, too.


‘Drop the knife and pliers,’ Neal said.


‘Get outa here. Go on. This isn’t any business of yours.’


‘Wanta bet?’ Neal said.


‘It’s just between her and me.’


‘Not anymore.’


‘She’s my wife.’


‘It’s a lie!’ the woman blurted. ‘He grabbed me! Kidnapped me!’


‘See how she lies?’


‘You shut up,’ Neal told him.


‘Want in on her?’


‘No.’


‘Just you and me. We do her when we get done, nobody’ll ever know the difference.’


Neal shook his head.


‘Sure you do.’ In the blackness of the man’s beard, teeth appeared. ‘You a man?’


‘Please,’ the woman gasped. ‘Help me.’


‘You’d better drop that stuff,’ Neal said.


‘I’ll let you fuck her.’


‘No.’


‘Then fuck you, Charlie,’ the man said, and threw the knife at Neal.


Neal fired three times as he ducked, the blasts crashing in his ears, the pistol jolting his arm. The man in black, hit, staggered backward a step just as the knife whipped past the side of Neal’s face. A couple more steps. Then a hard sit-down. He sat there, arms hanging, the pliers still in his right hand, his legs stretched out and twitching as if he wanted to kick off his boots.


Neal aimed at the shaggy black head and fired again.


The man’s head jerked as if kicked under the chin, and he flopped backward.




Two


‘Hello?’


He turned his head toward the sound of the voice and saw the vague, pale shape of a woman standing in front of a tree.


Oh, he thought. Yeah. Her.


The man Neal had shot, stretched out straight on the ground, looked like a black shadow. He hadn’t moved in a long time. He hadn’t moved at all, in fact, since flopping backward from the head shot.


‘Hello?’ the woman said again.


Neal looked at her again.


‘Are you all right?’ she asked.


Sure I am, he thought. Why shouldn’t I be? He’s the dead guy, not me.


‘Mister? Are you okay?’


Am I okay? he wondered. After a while, he answered, ‘Yeah.’ His voice sounded dull and far away.


‘Can you get up?’


Up?


He realized that he was down on his knees. It startled him, upset him. Quickly, he stood up. ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Just . . . I don’t know . . . I’ve never . . . how are you?’


‘I want to get out of here.’


‘Are you okay?’ he asked.


‘Not exactly. Come here, okay? Come over here?’


‘Yeah. Okay.’


Neal walked toward her. He felt trembly and weak. His right arm, hanging limp by his side, swung with the weight of the pistol.


The woman was naked, just as he’d thought. Her skin looked ghostly pale except for the dark smudges of her eyes, nostrils, mouth, nipples and navel. And except for the blood. He supposed it must be blood – those black and crooked strings that led down her skin from several wounds.


‘He cut you,’ Neal said.


‘That’s okay. I’ll live. Can you untie me?’


‘Sure.’ He started to slip the pistol into the pocket of his shorts, then stopped and looked over at the man he’d shot.


‘Don’t worry about him.’


‘Is he dead?’ Neal asked.


‘He hasn’t moved.’


‘Jesus.’


‘It’s all right. You did the right thing. He was some kind of a maniac.’


‘Keep an eye on him, okay?’


‘I will.’


Neal went ahead and slipped the gun into his pocket. Then he stepped past the woman’s side. Her left arm slanted away from her shoulder toward the back of the tree trunk. A rope, wrapped around her wrist, was stretched around behind the trunk to the other side, where it bound her right wrist.


Neal decided to stay at her left side, where the woman and the tree blocked his view of the man in black.


She’ll tell me if he moves.


With his fingertips, Neal started to pluck at the tight cluster of knots near the woman’s wrist. His eyes were no help with the work, so he looked at her.


Beyond her upper arm, her left breast swelled out. Neal had a wonderful view of it, in spite of the poor light. It was rather small and nicely shaped, and the nipple jutted out. It was near enough to touch.


He kept his hands busy with the knots.


‘I’m Elise,’ she said.


‘I’m Neal.’


‘Thank God you came along when you did.’


‘I heard you yell for help.’


‘He said it wouldn’t do any good. He said nobody’d ever hear me. And if they did, they’d ignore it.’


‘I almost did.’


The knots felt hard as iron, but he didn’t give up.


He watched Elise’s chest expand, breast rising, as she took a deep breath.


‘I was taking a couple of movies back to Video City,’ he explained.


‘At this hour?’


‘They’re due before midnight.’


‘Are you going to make it?’ she asked.


‘I don’t think so. It doesn’t matter.’


‘Sorry I ruined things for you.’


‘Are you kidding?’


‘I’ll be glad to pay your late charges.’


‘Forget it. Really.’


‘You saved my life,’ she said.


‘Yeah, I guess so.’


‘No guessing. My God. Getting killed . . . that wouldn’t have been the worst of it, either, I don’t think.’


‘Well, you’ll be okay now. Except I can’t get the knots undone.’


‘Maybe you can use his knife.’


He remembered the big knife whipping past his ear. ‘I don’t know if I can find it. Anyway, I shouldn’t touch it, you know? It’d mess up his fingerprints. We should probably leave everything the way it is, so we don’t disturb any evidence.’


‘Including me?’ she asked.


‘Well . . . I hadn’t actually thought of that. Might not be a bad idea. If they see how he tied you up like this . . .’


‘I don’t want any cops seeing me.’ She turned her head as if trying to look at Neal over her left shoulder. ‘I don’t want anyone seeing me this way.’


Neal blushed. ‘Sorry,’ he murmured.


‘You’re different,’ she said. ‘You saved me. Look to your heart’s content.’


‘Uh. Anyway . . .’


‘Anyway, are you sure you want the cops getting involved in this?’


‘They’ll probably show up any minute.’


‘I don’t think so,’ Elise said.


‘Somebody must’ve reported those gunshots.’ Even as he spoke the words, he realized how naive he was being. Rarely a night went by when he didn’t hear a few distant banging noises that might be gunshots. Or might be, instead, the sounds of slamming doors, automobile backfires, firecrackers, whatever. Some of the noises had to be gunfire, but he’d never called the police about any of them.


In this case, the shots had been fired in a strip of thick woods below the Santa Monica Freeway. Nobody passing along on the freeway was likely to have noticed them.


The nearest homes were those shabby places across the field and railroad tracks, beyond the chainlink fence, all the way over on the other side of the road. People living there were probably used to strange noises coming from this direction. Especially backfires.


‘If someone called the police,’ Elise said, ‘where are they?’


‘On their way, maybe. It takes a while . . .’


‘It’s probably been fifteen or twenty minutes since the shots.’


‘No,’ Neal said. ‘Not even five.’


‘I haven’t exactly checked my watch,’ Elise told him. On the side of her face that showed above her left shoulder, the corner of her mouth seemed to rise. ‘It’s been a lot more than five minutes, though. You zoned out. You must’ve been on your knees for at least fifteen minutes.’


‘No.’


‘It’s true. I just stood here and waited. Tried to pull myself together. But I finally figured we might end up here all night if I didn’t speak up. Looks like we’re going to be here all night, anyway, unless you go find the knife, or something.’


‘Not the knife,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t touch it.’


‘Well, find something. Okay?’ She sounded about ready to cry again. ‘I don’t like this. I want to get out of here.’


‘I’ll get something,’ Neal said. He stepped around to the front of the tree. He looked toward where the knife must’ve gone after flying past his face.


It should stay where it is, he told himself. Wherever that might be. Let the cops be the ones to find it.


He thought about making a quick return to his car. Probably something there . . . Sure. There should be a pocket knife somewhere in the console.


‘I could go to my car,’ he said. ‘I’ve got . . .’


‘No, don’t. Don’t leave me alone. Please.’


‘It’d just take a few minutes.’


‘Something might happen. Please. Maybe . . . See if he has something.’


Pliers, Neal thought. Pliers, if nothing else.


‘Okay,’ he said. He walked slowly toward the body. He felt crawly inside.


What if the guy’s not dead?


What if he is dead?


Either way, Neal didn’t care for the idea of going in close to him.


He pushed a hand deep into the right front pocket of his shorts, took hold of the pistol, and pulled it out. He was fairly sure that he had fired three shots.


No, four.


Three quick ones, plus the head shot.


He was almost certain he’d started off with six cartridges in the magazine, and none in the chamber. He should have two rounds left.


It was a double-action pistol and had no safety, so . . .


Grimacing, he raised the gun close to his face. Not enough light. With his left hand, he fingered the rear area of the slide, searching for the hammer.


He found it all the way back.


In the dark, after blasting the man to the ground, he’d obviously forgotten to use the decocking lever. He had dropped the weapon into his pocket, at full cock with a round in the chamber.


Jesus, he thought. Could’ve blown my leg open.


Keeping the pistol cocked, his finger light against the trigger, he stepped past the man’s feet and crouched down. The pliers lay on the ground near the man’s right hand.


‘Is he dead?’ Elise asked.


‘I guess so.’


‘Shouldn’t you make sure?’


‘You mean like shoot him again?’


‘No! Check his vital signs.’


‘Like his pulse?’


‘Yeah.’


‘I’d have to touch him.’ Quickly, he added, ‘Anyway, I don’t think it’s necessary. He isn’t moving. I don’t hear any breathing, either. I’m pretty sure he’s dead. I mean, I shot him in the head.’


For a few moments, Elise was silent. Then she said, ‘You’re going to check his pockets, aren’t you?’


‘What for?’


‘Maybe he has a pocket knife or something.’


‘I think the pliers’ll work fine.’ Keeping his pistol aimed at the body, he reached for the pliers with his left hand. He watched the man’s gloved hand. He half expected it to make a grab for him. But it didn’t move. He picked up the pliers and hurried away. After a few steps, he glanced back.


‘He isn’t coming,’ Elise said.


‘I know.’


The pliers in his hand felt contaminated. As if they’d been soiled by all the suffering they’d caused, and might pass the filth to him.


He imagined himself suddenly clamping their jaws on Elise’s nipple, squeezing hard, making her scream.


The fantasy sickened him.


Possessed pliers.


They’re just a tool, he told himself.


Like my gun.


Stopping by Elise’s side, he clamped the pliers under one arm and decocked his pistol. Then he dropped the pistol into his right front pocket. He took the pliers in his right hand.


‘Watch out with those, okay?’ Elise said.


‘Don’t worry.’


‘They can really hurt.’


‘I bet.’ Left hand holding her above the wrist, he caught a loop of the knot in the jaws of the pliers and tugged.


And felt the hard knot soften.


‘It’s coming,’ he said.


‘Thank God.’


‘Keep an eye on him.’


‘I am.’


Continuing to work on the knot, Neal said, ‘I mean, I know he’s dead, but . . . That’s what they always think, you know? In the movies? Like Halloween, that sort of thing. You always think the bad guy’s dead, and then he gets you. I know it’s just the movies, but . . .’


‘Sometimes life’s worse than the movies,’ Elise broke in.


‘Yeah. You can say that again.’


‘And sometimes it’s better.’


‘Think so?’


‘And it’s always stranger.’


‘Stranger?’


‘I think so. Yeah.’


‘Well,’ Neal said, ‘all this is sure awfully strange. Me just happening to come by at exactly the right time and saving you.’


‘A few minutes earlier couldn’t have hurt.’


‘Yeah. God. I sure wish . . .’


‘I was kidding,’ she said. ‘I mean, it would’ve been nice, but on the other hand, I might not’ve yelled just as you drove by. I wouldn’t exactly like to go back in time and give it another whirl. You might miss me altogether, and then where would I be?’


‘Good point,’ Neal agreed.


‘I’m not about to quibble about how it turned out. It’s like a miracle.’


‘Or a bunch of lucky accidents.’


‘I don’t believe in accidents,’ Elise said. ‘Everything happens for a reason.’


‘Well . . . I guess you weren’t meant to die tonight. And he was.’


‘And we were meant to meet.’


He blushed. ‘Guess so.’ Then the last twist of rope yielded to the pliers. ‘There,’ he said.


Elise sighed. Her wrist shoved against his hand, so he let go. She swung her arm forward, shaking the loose circle of rope off her hand. Then she stepped away from the tree. With a swing of her right arm, she whipped the rope out from behind it.


She hunched over slightly, head down.


Neal looked at her back and the curves of her buttocks and her slender legs.


We were meant to meet.


‘Could you help me with this?’ she asked. Turning toward him, she held out her right hand. It was still bound with knotted rope.


‘Sure.’


When he reached out, she took hold of his hand. She gripped it firmly while he used the pliers in his other hand to grab and rip at the knots. He tried to avoid staring at her body. He couldn’t help it, though. Sometimes, when he jerked hard with the pliers, her breasts joggled. He could see that happen, even with the bad light. He could also see the neat little patch of hair at her groin.


After a while, he forced himself to look away from her.


He looked toward the body of the man he’d shot.


‘Still there?’ Elise asked.


‘Yeah.’


‘Thought so.’ She lifted her left hand away from her side and put it on Neal’s shoulder. ‘Still no police,’ she said.


‘Not so far.’


‘I don’t think they’re coming. Not unless we call them ourselves. Which I don’t think we should do.’


‘We have to,’ Neal said.


‘No, we don’t.’


‘Sure, we do.’


She squeezed his shoulder firmly, but not so hard that it hurt. ‘Listen,’ she said.


He gave the rope a rough tug with the pliers. The jaws slipped off and the pliers leaped sideways. ‘Damn!’


‘Stop it for a minute. Listen. Nobody has to ever find out about any of this.’


‘He was going to kill you.’


‘Yeah. And he’s dead. So it’s not as if he has to be apprehended or put on trial or anything. He’s already been . . . brought to justice. He’s never going to hurt anyone again. So what’ll we accomplish by bringing in the cops?’


Neal shrugged. ‘I’m not sure, but . . . You don’t just walk away from something like this.’


‘Why not?’


‘I killed this guy.’


‘In self-defense,’ Elise reminded him.


‘Maybe it won’t look like self-defense if we run away. It’ll make us look like the criminals.’


‘How will you explain your gun?’


‘Tell the truth.’


‘Do you have a permit, or whatever?’


‘Not to carry. Are you kidding? In L.A.? Nobody gets a carry permit. Not unless you happen to be the chief of police, or something. That’s why crime’s so out of control around here.’


‘The thing is, are you going to be in trouble?’


‘Maybe. They won’t prosecute me for killing the guy, I’m pretty sure. Though I guess his family could always sue me. You know, for wrongful death.’


‘Yeah.’


‘I guess that’s very likely, if he has family. Not that they’d win. But I’d be up to my neck in legal stuff . . .’


‘And what about the gun?’ Elise asked.


‘Carrying a loaded gun in my car . . . I’m pretty sure it’s a felony.’


Her hand tightened. ‘You could go to jail?’


‘I guess it’s possible.’


‘My God. For saving my life?’


‘Well . . . The main thing is, I did what had to be done. If I have to go to jail for it . . . those are the breaks. I mean, I sort of assumed that risk when I started carrying the gun. But I’ll probably just end up with a suspended sentence and a fine.’


‘What sort of fine?’


‘I don’t know. A thousand bucks, maybe.’


‘Okay, get this rope off me.’


He lifted the pliers, clamped the knot, and started tugging again.


‘I didn’t think it’d be that bad,’ she said.


‘What?’


‘The trouble you could get into.’


‘Hell. The way things work these days, you’re in trouble if you look at someone funny.’


‘I wasn’t going to mention that.’ A slim crescent of teeth appeared in the blur of her face, then vanished. ‘Anyway, none of that will happen if we keep quiet about all this.’


‘I’m the one who’ll be in trouble. You haven’t done anything wrong.’


‘Do you think that’ll matter? By the time the media gets finished with us?’


Neal grimaced. ‘You’ve got a point there.’


‘You know exactly what’ll happen. They do it to everybody. Doesn’t matter how good a person you might be, they won’t quit till they make you look like the scum of the earth. If they can’t find dirt on you, they’ll make something up.’


‘Yeah. That sort of thing happens.’


‘All the time,’ Elise said.


‘Well, most of the time.’ As he said that, the knot gave a bit. He pulled harder. The tight bundle of rope came apart. ‘There.’


‘I’ll get it.’ Elise let go of him and worked on removing the rope.


Neal watched her.


She said, ‘Even if they don’t try to trash me – and they will – I don’t much like the idea of suddenly being known throughout the world as the woman who got abducted and tortured by some sadistic maniac. That I was found naked and tied to a tree. It won’t just be strangers who find out about it, either. It’ll be everybody who knows me. All my relatives and friends . . .’


‘Doesn’t sound very pleasant,’ Neal admitted.


‘There’ll be pictures of me everywhere. Guys will probably look at them and have daydreams about stripping me and using pliers and knives.’ She threw the rope down and rubbed her right wrist. ‘I want to keep my life,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to become public property.’


‘You talked me into it.’


‘You’re with me?’


‘Yeah. I don’t want to end up in court or on Hard Copy.’





Three



‘Are your clothes around here someplace?’ Neal asked.


Elise, still rubbing her wrist, shook her head.


‘Here, you can wear this.’ Neal took off his shirt and gave it to her.


‘Thanks.’ She put it on. As she fastened the buttons, she turned away and walked toward the body. The tail of the big, loose shirt draped her buttocks.


Neal followed her, the pliers in his hand. ‘What’re you going to do?’ he asked.


‘Borrow his shoes, for starters.’ Crouching by the body, she started to pull them off. ‘Don’t want to wreck my feet on the way out,’ she said. ‘He carried me over here.’


He carried her naked?


‘I’ll carry you out, if you want,’ Neal offered.


‘Thanks, but you don’t have to do that.’


I wouldn’t mind, he thought.


She stood up. Balancing on one foot, then the other, she put on the man’s dark sneakers. ‘Disgusting,’ she muttered.


‘What?’


‘Wearing his shoes. But at least they aren’t gigantic.’ She squatted and tied the laces. Then she duck-walked away from the body and tugged a couple of thick, leafy weeds out of the ground.


‘What’re you doing?’ Neal asked.


‘I want to hide him.’


‘Shouldn’t we just get out of here?’


She twisted sideways and tossed the weeds at the body. One landed on the chest, the other on the face. ‘If the cops were coming,’ she said, ‘they’d be here by now. Don’t you think so?’


‘I don’t know. Depends on how busy they are, I guess.’


‘I think they’d show up fast for a report of shots being fired.’


‘Probably,’ Neal admitted. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket. As he wiped the pliers, he said, ‘I’d still like to get out of here.’


‘This won’t take long.’ She pulled out more weeds.


Done wiping the pliers, Neal squatted beside the man. He placed the tool on the ground near the gloved hand.


‘The longer he goes without being found,’ Elise said, ‘the better off we’ll be. Don’t you think?’


‘Yeah,’ Neal said. ‘Things’ll deteriorate. It won’t be so easy for the cops to pinpoint when he died.’


‘And people might forget they saw us,’ Elise added.


‘Let’s hope nobody does see us.’


‘But if they do, it won’t matter so much if the body doesn’t get found for a while. If nobody knows for sure when anything happened . . .’


‘Yeah. You’re right.’


‘I wish we had a shovel.’


‘That’d be pushing it,’ Neal said. ‘The quicker we get out of here, the better.’


‘Maybe so.’


‘You go ahead with that,’ he told her. ‘I’ll look for my brass.’


‘Your brass?’


‘My cartridge casings. I want to find them if I can. We should try not to leave anything behind.’


On hands and knees, he searched the ground to the right of where he had stood while firing. He quickly found two of the shells. The chances of finding all four were remote, but he figured there was no reason to quit. Not yet. Not while Elise continued to work at concealing the body.


She hurried about, pulling bunches of weeds and grass, and even uprooting a couple of small bushes.


Neal found the third casing. It must’ve flown six feet before landing on the ground beside an old beer can.


‘That should about do it,’ Elise said.


Neal raised his head. The body had disappeared under a cover of foliage.


‘I’m still missing one shell,’ Neal told her.


She came over. On hands and knees, she helped him search. ‘What happens if we don’t find it?’ she asked.


‘The cops will.’


‘Does that matter?’


‘It might. I’ll have to get rid of the pistol, anyway. But the shell might have my prints on it. Partials. Maybe not, but I’d feel a lot . . .’


‘Is this it?’ Elise picked an object out of the weeds. She held it up between the tips of her thumb and forefinger.


‘Let’s see.’ Neal held out his hand. She dropped it into his palm. ‘That’s it. Good going.’


‘The least I could do.’


The four brass casings jingled in the pocket of his shorts as he got to his feet. Beside him, Elise stood up. She bent over and brushed off her bare knees.


‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘We can’t leave anything of yours behind.’


‘Nothing here. He just brought me.’


‘You weren’t wearing anything at all?’


‘Nothing.’


‘How about jewelry? Earrings? Anything like that?’


‘No.’


‘Okay, good. Did you touch anything around here?’


‘Just the rope, I think.’


‘That’s all right. I don’t think they could lift any sort of decent prints off that. What about him? Did you touch him? His pants?’


‘With my hands?’


‘Yeah. They’re leather. That goes for his gloves, too. Any chance your prints might be on them?’


‘I doubt it.’


‘There wasn’t any sort of struggle?’ Neal asked.


‘He got me from behind,’ she explained. ‘All of a sudden, I had this arm across my neck. It lifted me right off my feet. I didn’t have a chance to struggle. Next thing I knew, I was in the back of his van with my hands tied behind me.’


‘Okay. Good.’


‘Good?’


‘Just that we don’t have to worry about his pants and gloves. Anyway, even if you did leave some prints, all that stuff we piled on him’ll probably mess them up pretty good.’ He frowned down at the oblong, bushy mound.


‘What?’ Elise asked.


‘I’m just wondering if we should go ahead and take them anyway, just to play it safe.’


‘Take what, his pants?’


‘And gloves.’


‘Are you kidding?’


‘You could wear his pants,’ Neal said.


‘Not a chance. It’s awful enough having his shoes on. If you think for one second . . . no way. Not his pants. Let’s just go.’ She took hold of Neal’s hand and pulled him along beside her.


‘Are you sure you aren’t leaving anything behind?’ he asked.


‘I’m sure.’


‘You didn’t have a purse, or . . .’


‘No purse. Some blood, that’s all. I guess I’m leaving some of that behind. Along with some sweat and tears.’


‘Nobody can identify you from any of that.’


‘What about DNA and that sort of thing?’


‘They might be able to match you to it, but first they’d have to know who you are. You’d basically have to be arrested and indicted before they’d ever run tests like that.’


‘You seem to know a lot about . . . crime things.’


He shrugged. ‘Not that much. I see a lot of movies, read a lot of books. Watch some trials on TV. That’s all.’


Before stepping out of the trees, they stopped and scanned the field, the nearby streets, the sidewalks and yards. They saw no one. A couple of porch lights. A few lights showing through windows. But no headlights.


Elise let go of Neal’s hand and started to run. More of a quick jog than a dash. Neal guessed that she might be afraid to go all-out wearing the large shoes.


He rushed along beside her.


At first, he had almost objected to running. We’ll look too conspicuous. But he realized it would be a silly argument. At this hour of night, coming through this no-man’s-land, they were so out of place that running wasn’t likely to draw any additional attention.


Better to hurry and reach the street as fast as possible. They’d be far less conspicuous there.


Except she’s not wearing anything but my shirt.


And a dead man’s shoes.


As he jogged by her side, he glanced all around. So far, so good. Still nobody in sight. Still no cars coming.


Doesn’t mean we aren’t being watched.


Doesn’t matter, he told himself. In this light, somebody’d have to be right in our faces to get a good look.


A block to the left, the street suddenly brightened with the lights of a car approaching the intersection. ‘Watch out,’ Neal gasped. Moments later, the headlights appeared. No turn signal, but the car started to make a left-hand turn.


Elise dropped. Neal dropped.


They were both flat on the ground before the headlights swept by.


Neal kept his head down as the brightness washed over him and went away. Not moving, he listened to the car’s engine. A steady, windy noise.


What if it’s a cop car?


What if it stops and the cops get out?


The thoughts sickened him.


But the car kept on moving. As its engine sound began to diminish, Neal raised his head. Just a regular passenger car. Near the stop sign at the corner, its brake lights came on, doubling the red brightness of its rear end. Though no turn signal started to blink, the car turned right and headed for the underpass.


In front of Neal, Elise rose to her hands and knees.


The shirt tail covered less than when she was standing. A lot less. Neal glimpsed the pale curves of her buttocks, the dark split between them, the backs of her legs. He turned away quickly, feeling guilty.


Looking over his shoulder, he saw the car disappear into the underpass.


When he faced forward, Elise was scurrying up. The shirt tail slid down and covered her rump.


Neal scrambled to his feet and ran after her.


Watched her leap the railroad tracks. Watched her duck through the gap in the chainlink fence. Watched her crouch by the side of the van.


A few seconds later, he crouched facing her.


They both huffed for air. His heart was slamming.


‘What’ll we do . . . with his van?’ Elise asked.


‘What’s in it? Anything of yours?’


‘Blood, sweat, whatever.’


‘Clothes?’


‘No.’


‘Jewelry? Purse?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Fingerprints?’


‘My hands were tied behind me. I was on a mattress.’


‘What’s in there?’


‘I don’t know. It was dark. Should we drive it away? We could leave it a few miles from here, or something.’


‘We didn’t bring the keys.’


For a few moments, Elise didn’t speak. Neal heard her quick breathing. Then she said, ‘One of us could go back for them.’


‘That’d be fun.’


‘Yeah. Any volunteers?’


Neal imagined himself running all the way back, entering the darkness of the trees, creeping over to the body, reaching into the bushy mound, feeling blindly, digging a hand into a pocket of the dead man’s leather pants. All alone.


And what if he’s not dead, after all?


And if he is dead – a corpse?


I’m all alone in the dark, digging into the pocket of a corpse.


And while I’m busy at that cheerful task, Elise is waiting for me here, all by herself. God only knows who might happen to come along . . .


Have her wait in my car.


Big improvement.


Neal was not about to let her go for the keys while he stayed behind. If it came to that, he would go instead.


‘We could both go back,’ Elise suggested.


‘Let’s just leave the thing here. Even if we had the keys . . . The less we have to do with the van, the better. You never know. We try driving it someplace, we’re just asking for trouble. Somebody might see us. We might get stopped by a cop. We’d have to worry about leaving prints inside – hair, blood. Let’s not bother. It isn’t all that conspicuous here, anyway. It could probably sit here for a week without anyone giving it a second thought.’


‘You’re probably right about that.’


‘Besides,’ Neal said, ‘there might be something inside that’ll incriminate the guy. Which would be good for us, in case we do end up getting caught.’


‘Okay. So we leave it here?’


‘Might as well. I’ll drive you home in my car. Wait here for a minute. I’ll back it up to the rear of the van.’


Leaving Elise crouched beside the van, Neal hurried to his car. He jerked open the door. The overhead light came on. He dropped behind the wheel and swung the door shut, quickly but silently. The car went dark.


He reached to the ceiling, removed the courtesy light’s plastic cover, and popped the bulb out of its socket. After tossing the cover and bulb onto the passenger seat, he dug the keys out of his pocket. He fumbled in the darkness for the ignition key, found it, slid it in and gave it a twist. The engine started.


Keeping the headlights off, he backed slowly to the rear of the van. He stopped and shifted. Brakes on, he called out the window, ‘Stay low and get into the back seat.’


Eyes on the side mirror, he watched Elise rush forward. She squatted beside his car, reached up and opened the rear door. After climbing in, she pulled the door shut gently.


Neal drove forward.


He kept his headlights off.




Four


After turning right at the corner, Neal put his headlights on. ‘You okay back there?’ he asked.


‘Fine.’


‘Why don’t you stay down for a few minutes? I’ll go ahead and drop off the videos.’


‘What time is it?’


He glanced at the bright green numbers of the clock. ‘Twelve forty-five. Guess there’ll be a late charge.’


‘I’ll pay it.’


‘It’s no problem. Let’s just make sure nobody sees you.’


A couple of minutes later, he steered into Video City’s parking lot. Though brightly lighted, it was nearly deserted. A few cars remained on the lot, as if abandoned there. The store’s interior was dimly illuminated. Nobody seemed to be inside. Nor was anyone roaming the lot – or loitering near the entrance.


More often than not, a filthy vagrant could be found in front, standing sentry at the video return slot. All set to snatch the videos out of your hand, drop them into the slot, and demand a fee for the service.


Neal had wondered what to do about the guy.


He didn’t want to risk an encounter. Best to keep the videos and drive on by . . . return them tomorrow.


He was glad to find the post deserted.


‘Coast is clear,’ he said, and swung into the space in front of the return slot. ‘Stay down, though. This place is really well lighted.’


He climbed out of the car and walked casually toward the slot, swinging the two videos by his side and keeping his back to Venice Boulevard. It had a fair amount of traffic. He knew he could be seen by anyone in the passing cars.


The night was somewhat cool. After such a hot day, however, nobody was likely to find it peculiar that he didn’t wear a shirt. He hoped Venice was too far away for anyone to notice his injuries, filth and blood.


He dropped the videos through the slot, one at a time, then turned around.


A cluster of cars approached on Venice, still crowded together after being released by a nearby traffic signal.


Neal raised his forearm and rubbed it across his face as if wiping sweat away. He kept his face hidden until after he’d turned toward his car. Quickly, he pulled open the door and climbed in.


‘How’d it go?’ Elise asked from behind him.


‘No problem.’ He backed out of the space and steered toward one of the exits. ‘Where to?’ he asked.


‘Well, you said you’d take me home.’


‘To your place.’


‘That’d be perfect,’ she said. ‘Do you know how to get to Brentwood?’


‘You live in Brentwood?’


‘If it’s too far away . . .’


‘No, no. I’ll drive you anywhere you want. Hell, I’d drive you to San Francisco if that’s what you want.’


She made a soft, laughing sound. ‘Brentwood will do fine.’


‘Venice runs into Bundy, doesn’t it?’ he asked.


‘Centinela, I think. It turns into Bundy after a while.’


He made a right-hand turn out of the parking lot and onto Venice Boulevard. ‘Where did that guy get you?’ he asked.


‘At home.’


‘In Brentwood?’


‘Yeah.’


‘And he brought you all the way over here?’


‘It’s where we ended up.’


‘Weird. Maybe this was his home territory. That’d make sense, I guess. If he wanted to take you someplace familiar to him.’


‘I don’t know,’ she said.


‘Do you live in an apartment building?’


‘A house.’


‘A house in Brentwood?’ Smiling over his shoulder, he glimpsed Elise curled across the back seat. ‘You must be loaded.’


‘Pretty loaded.’


‘Great.’


‘You’re not going to suddenly hate me, are you? Just because I’m well off?’


‘Nah.’


He felt a certain disappointment, though.


‘Hope not,’ she said. ‘Some people act as if it’s a sin to have money.’


‘Not me,’ he said. ‘Do I look like a Commie?’


She laughed softly.


‘Do you live alone?’ he asked. ‘I mean, I’m just wondering why this jerk didn’t . . . uh . . . why not do everything to you right there in your own house?’


‘He wanted to get me screaming. Maybe that’s why he took me away. One good scream at my house, and the cops would’ve gotten hit by so many 911 calls they’d think the Martians had landed. It’s a very quiet neighborhood. And very nervous. All my neighbors know I live alone. And they know I’ve had some troubles with my ex-husband. I think they’re all expecting him to drop in on me some night with a knife.’


‘This wasn’t him, was it?’


‘No. No, no. This guy was a complete stranger.’


‘Sent by your ex-husband?’


She didn’t answer for a while. Then she said, ‘I doubt it. I think this guy just picked me at random. Maybe saw me out shopping today, or something, and followed me home. You know?’


‘Maybe. But if he was hired by your ex-husband this might not be the end of it.’


‘All right if I sit up, now?’ she asked.


‘It might look funny, the front seat empty and you in the back.’


‘Pull over and I’ll get in front. We’ll look like a couple on our way home.’


‘I don’t know. You’re not exactly wearing any pants.’


‘Pull over someplace dark.’


‘Well . . . All right.’ He wished she would stay in back, out of sight. He didn’t want to argue, though.


If I ever tell Marta about this, he thought, Elise is going to be dressed from head to toe.


Better not tell her anything.


I never left the apartment tonight.


Nice. Start lying to her.


He turned onto a narrow street with homes on both sides, found a blot of darkness and pulled over. He cut off his headlights. ‘Okay.’


Before Elise opened the passenger door, Neal picked up the bulb and light cover that he’d tossed onto the seat. He put them into the console.


Elise sat down and shut her door.


Neal made a U-turn. On the way back toward Venice Boulevard, he put his headlights on.


‘This is much better,’ Elise said. She fastened her seat belt. ‘I didn’t like it back there. It was like being a prisoner all over again.’


He turned onto the boulevard, and light filled the car. He kept his eyes on the road. ‘I’ve got maps in the glove compartment,’ he said.


‘I know the way.’


‘No, I figured . . . you might want to use one.’


‘I’m not lost.’


He looked at her. She was smiling, and Neal realized this was the first time he’d been able to see her in halfway decent light. She had dirt and blood on her face. And shadows still hid her eyes. But he saw, at once, that she was a beautiful woman.


Her beauty didn’t seem austere or threatening. There was something warm about it. Soft and appealing.


‘I thought you might want to take out a map and, uh . . . open it.’


‘Oh.’ She glanced down at herself. ‘Nothing shows, really.’


Neal lowered his eyes. The front tails of the big, loose shirt were drawn together and tucked between Elise’s legs. They formed a triangle that covered her groin but left her thighs almost entirely bare.


‘If it makes you uncomfortable . . .’


‘Doesn’t matter to me,’ Neal said, and returned his eyes to the road.


‘Well, there isn’t much of me you haven’t already seen.’


It was dark then, he thought. He decided not to say it.


‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘What did the guy do with your clothes, anyway?’


‘Nothing. I didn’t have any on.’


‘When he got you?’


‘Right. I was in my pool.’


‘Ah.’


‘Actually, I was out of the pool when he grabbed me. I’d just climbed out, and was on my way over to the diving board. I used to be a diver. Guess I still am. I mean, I still do a lot of diving, but now it’s just for fun.’


‘You used to compete?’ Neal asked.


‘Oh, yeah. Back in the Dark Ages. Anyway, he must’ve been hiding somewhere near the pool. I didn’t even hear him coming. I was just walking toward the board, and all of a sudden he grabbed me around the neck. I think it must’ve been one of those holds that cuts off your circulation and makes you pass out.’


‘And you woke up in his van?’


‘Yeah.’


‘You’d never seen the guy before?’


‘I don’t think so. But who knows what might’ve been under all that hair and beard?’


‘You’re sure it couldn’t have been your ex-husband?’


‘Vince? No. Not a chance.’


‘I just keep wondering if you were a random victim, or if maybe there was some other motive.’


‘I’d guess random victim. I think he was one of these nut-cases you hear about. The kind of guy who gets his kicks out of things like torturing and killing people.’ Looking at Neal, she ran her hands up and down her thighs a few times as if trying to rub away goosebumps. ‘He didn’t rape me, by the way. In case you’re wondering. I don’t think I’d be feeling quite so chipper . . . Why the hell do I feel so chipper? It’s not as if I exactly got off unscathed.’


‘Maybe you’re just glad to be alive.’


‘Something like that. Who knows? I got off light, that’s for sure. Thanks to you. My God, if you hadn’t come along with your trusty gun . . .’ She shook her head and rubbed her legs some more. ‘I’d probably still be tied to that tree. And screaming for mercy.’


‘I’m just glad things worked out the way they did.’


‘You and me both, Neal. Especially me.’ She laughed softly. ‘Have you ever saved anyone before?’


‘No. Not hardly.’


‘What do you suppose a customary reward might be for rescuing a person from . . . that sort of a situation?’


Neal blushed. He was sure Elise couldn’t see it, though. ‘I don’t want any reward,’ he said.


‘Whether you want it or not, you’re going to get it.’


He looked at her. She was smiling.


‘I’m not taking any money from you,’ he insisted.


‘Why not? Are you rich?’


‘Ha. That’ll be the day.’


‘What do you do?’ she asked.


‘I’m a substitute high-school teacher.’


‘And?’


‘And?’ he asked.


‘What else? You’re a sub and you live in Los Angeles. Therefore, you must be trying for a career in the movies. Not an actor, though. You’re not the type. Screenwriter?’


He shook his head. ‘That’s right.’


‘And you specialize in crime stories?’


‘You must be psychic.’


‘I just pay attention,’ she said.


‘What do you do?’ he asked.


‘When I’m not being abducted by psychos?’


‘Right.’


‘Mostly, I drift. Have you had any luck at all with your scripts?’


‘Nothing worth mentioning.’


‘And you sub. Are you sure you should go around turning down money?’


‘I’m not going to take money for saving you. No way. Not a chance.’


‘Okay,’ she said.


‘Good,’ he said.


‘That’s not what I’m planning to give you tonight.’


‘Good, because I wouldn’t take it.’


‘I’m going to give you something much more valuable than money.’


‘And what would that be?’


‘You’ll find out.’




Five


He stopped his car at the gate of Elise’s driveway. Through its wrought-iron bars, he saw that the driveway led to a garage with a closed door.


‘Wait here and I’ll open the gate,’ Elise said.


‘Okay.’


She climbed out and walked around the front of the car. Neal watched her in his headlights. The shirt tail over her buttocks shifted with each stride. Below it, her legs were long and slender. She still wore the shoes that she’d taken off the dead man. They looked huge on her, but she seemed to have no trouble walking in them.


At a post beside the gate, she tapped a few numbers on a keypad – her security code, Neal supposed.


She stepped through the gate as it swung open. Inside, she moved out of the way and waved Neal forward. He drove through. The moment he stopped the car, his passenger door opened and Elise leaned in.


‘Come on into the house,’ she said.


‘I really should be getting home,’ he told her.


The best way to avoid becoming more deeply involved with this woman, he’d already decided, was simply to drop her off and leave. If he went into her house, no telling what might happen.


At the very least, she was bound to bring up the business of a reward.


‘Just come in for a few minutes,’ Elise said. ‘I have something for you.’


‘I don’t want anything. Really.’


She smiled. ‘Shouldn’t you wait and see what it is?’


‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘Well, then, come in and have a drink with me.’


‘I’d better be getting home,’ he said.


‘Please?’


The way she said it, Neal realized she might be afraid to go into her house alone.


Should’ve known. After what she’s gone through tonight . . .


He suddenly felt like a jerk. He should’ve offered to go in with her, check around, make sure it was safe.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘But just for a few minutes.’


‘Great. Thank you.’ She stepped away from the door and shut it.


Neal climbed out. They met in front of his car.


‘I don’t have my keys,’ she said. ‘We’ll have to go around to the back.’


She led the way, leaving the driveway and walking across the grass of the front lawn. Thick shrubbery and a brick wall stood between the narrow lawn and the road. But Neal glimpsed the road through a small, open gate.


‘Is that how he came in?’


‘I don’t know,’ Elise said. ‘He might’ve jumped a wall, or something. It’s probably the way he carried me out, though.’


Neal went to the gate and shut it. Reaching over it, he tried the knob. It turned in his hand. ‘You don’t keep this locked?’


‘Not all the time.’


‘Maybe you should.’


‘Vince was the nut about security,’ she said. ‘The way I see it, if they’re gonna get you, they’re gonna get you.’


‘Tonight, they got you.’


She turned to Neal. A corner of her mouth lifted. ‘Almost,’ she said.


From the gate, a walkway led to the front door. Above the door, a light was on.


‘Have you got an alarm system?’ Neal asked.


‘Yep.’


‘I hope you use it.’


She flashed another smile at him. ‘Sometimes.’ She resumed walking. Neal looked at the house as he followed her.


He was a little surprised to see how normal it appeared. He hadn’t exactly known what to expect. Something more impressive, he supposed. But this looked pretty much like a typical Los Angeles home – or an old Spanish mission. A low, sprawling structure of stucco, red tiles, and arches. It looked fairly large. Certainly not a mansion, though.


Just priced like one, more than likely.


If she can afford a house like this, he thought, she could probably throw a hundred thousand at me without even blinking.


I don’t want her money.


Besides, she probably got this place in her divorce settlement. She might not be . . . no, she admitted she was loaded.


Doesn’t matter, he told himself. I’m not taking a penny from her.


He followed her around the corner. There, a small grove of fruit trees stood between the side of the house and the brick wall at the edge of the property. No light came from the windows of the house. When they entered the grove, darkness surrounded them.


Neal walked slowly, ducking beneath low limbs, keeping his eyes on Elise. She was a vague, moving blur.


At the rear of the house, they stepped out of the trees. No lights were on, but there were no trees to shade the area. It seemed bright after the walk through the grove.


Back here, the pool dominated everything. A large, rectangular swimming pool with two diving boards at the far end: a low board and a high dive. The pool was bordered by a broad, concrete apron. Neal could see a few places where the concrete appeared to be wet – probably where Elise had climbed out of the water earlier that night.


Just off the nearest corner of the pool was a hot spa. Close to the house were a couple of padded loungers. Farther off, but also near the house, Neal saw a barbecue grill, a table and a set of chairs.


As they walked past the loungers, Elise reached down and plucked a large towel off one of the pads. She flopped it over her shoulder.


‘Why aren’t there any lights on?’ Neal asked.


‘I didn’t have them on.’ Elise turned and headed for the sliding glass door.


‘You were diving in the dark?’


She glanced over her shoulder at him. ‘Makes it more interesting.’


‘I’ll bet’


She rolled open the sliding door. ‘Actually, you can see pretty well by the full moon.’


Neal followed her inside. A lamp came on. The brightness made his eyes ache. Squinting, he saw that he was standing in a large bedroom. It looked feminine, fresh and tidy.


Elise tossed her towel onto the king-sized bed.


Heading for a doorway at the corner of her room, she glanced over her shoulder and said, ‘Why don’t you come along? I’ll show you the guest restroom. You want to clean up, don’t you?’


‘It can wait till I get home.’


‘There’s no need for that. Just relax, all right?’


He followed her into a hallway.


After flicking on a light, she walked to the right. ‘If you’d like to take a shower,’ she said, ‘I’ll find you something clean to wear.’


‘No, really. I’m fine.’


She reached through a doorway and flipped a light switch, then turned toward him.


For the first time, he was able to get a look at her in good light. Her face was filthy, smudged with dirt and blood, and more beautiful than he had imagined. He had never seen such eyes. They were shocking. A rich, blue-green color unlike any eyes he had ever seen before.


She had hair like a pixie. Short, golden, but wildly mussed.


Her shirt was unfastened partway down. It showed her throat, the curves of her collar bones, and a narrowing strip of tanned skin down the middle of her chest. The skin there looked shiny with sweat. A few inches below her throat was a smear of blood.


In several places, her blood had soaked through the shirt. Some of the blood, Neal realized, might be his own. The rips and dirt, and likely some of the blood, had probably been the result of his rough fall in the field.


Most of the blood, though, had to be Elise’s.


Her legs looked as if someone had rubbed them, thigh to knee, with wet red hands.


‘I’ll have to find you something to wear,’ she said. ‘Your shirt’s ruined.’


‘That’s all right. I’ll . . .’


‘What happened to you, anyway?’ she asked.


‘Huh?’


‘You’re a wreck, too.’


He looked down at himself. He was a little surprised to find that he was bare to the waist. He had a few scratches on his chest and belly. And some reddish areas that would soon become bruises. Nothing serious. His shorts were filthy in front, but not torn. Layers of skin had been scraped off both his knees. His elbows were probably as bad as his knees, but he didn’t bother to look at them.


‘I took a little fall,’ he explained.


‘I didn’t see it.’


‘On my way over to you.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Hey, it’s nothing. Really. You’re the one who got messed up.’


She shrugged. ‘You really should take a shower,’ she said. ‘Wait here a second.’


She hurried past him, disappeared briefly into her bedroom, and returned with a white terry-cloth robe. She held it out to him. ‘You can put this on after you’re done, and I’ll run your things through the wash.’


‘It’s really not necessary.’


‘You’ll feel a lot better once you’re all nice and clean.’


‘I don’t . . .’


‘Please.’


He sighed. ‘Well . . . okay.’ He took the robe from her.


‘Good. When you’re finished, just make yourself at home. There’s a bar in the den.’ She nodded down the hall. ‘Go ahead and make yourself a drink if I’m not out yet.’


‘Do you want me to look the place over first? Make sure nobody’s . . . you know, lurking around?’


‘Don’t bother. Unless you want to. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about. Two attackers in one night? What’re the odds?’


‘Not very great,’ Neal admitted. ‘Unless the guy had an accomplice.’


‘I didn’t see one.’


‘People like him usually work alone. Not always, but usually.’


‘I’m not worried. If you’re worried, though, feel free to look around. My house is your house. In the meantime, though, I have to get cleaned up.’ She turned away and headed for her bedroom. Not looking back, she raised a hand and said, ‘Later.’ Then she was gone.


Neal stood in the hallway, holding the robe, listening. When he heard the water start to run, he figured that Elise was safe: nobody, at least, had jumped her in the master bathroom.


He entered the guest bathroom, shut the door, and hung the robe on a hook.


The doorknob had a lock button.


He thumbed it down.


Just in case, he thought.


He looked at himself in the enormous mirror over the sink and counter, and shook his head.


You’re nuts if you think she’ll try to come in.


Am I? he wondered. I’m not such a bad-looking guy, we’re about the same age, she obviously likes me, and I did save her life.


He started unloading his pockets onto the counter by the sink.


She won’t come, he told himself. For one thing, I told her all about Marta. For another, I’m not in her class. Financially or physically. Not even close. Gals like her don’t get involved with guys like me.


She’s awfully grateful, though. Who knows? Maybe my reward will be a visit while I’m showering.


Done emptying his pockets, he took off his shoes and socks, his shorts and briefs.


It seemed odd to be naked in a stranger’s house.


We’re not exactly strangers, he told himself. I did save her life.


He could hear the faint, rushy sound of water from the other bathroom.


She’s naked, too, he thought. We both are.


Separated only by a few walls and doors.


He pictured her standing under the other shower, water cascading down her body, her skin agleam.


What would she do if I went to her?


He smirked and shook his head.


No way, he thought. And if she tries coming to me, she’ll have to pick the lock.





Six



When Neal was done showering, he couldn’t hear water from Elise’s bathroom. He dried himself, keeping the towel away from the abrasions on his knees and elbows. He used toilet paper to pat those areas dry. The wounds seemed a little leaky, but not bad.


A gentle knocking on the door made him flinch.


‘It’s me,’ Elise said.


He snatched the robe off the hook.


‘When you’re done,’ Elise continued, ‘just leave your clothes in there, and I’ll …’


Robe on, he said, ‘Just a second.’ He shut the robe and tied its cloth belt. ‘You can have them now.’ He opened the door.


Elise smiled. ‘Good timing,’ she said. She looked wonderfully fresh and clean. Her short hair, damp and shiny, was neatly combed. Her face was a little flushed from the shower. She wore blue satin pajamas. Here and there, small drops of moisture had seeped through the top. ‘What?’ she asked.


He shrugged. ‘Nothing. You look . . . like nothing ever happened to you.’


‘You should see all the bandages under my p.j.s. Here, let me in and I’ll pick up your stuff.’


‘I’ll do it,’ he said.


‘No, no. Go on to the bar and make yourself something. I already turned the lights on for you. Next room down the hall. You can’t miss it. I’ll be along in a couple of minutes. Make me a vodka and tonic, okay?’


‘Well . . .’ He wondered if there might be an inconspicuous way to rescue his briefs from the small heap of clothes on the bathroom floor. Sort of embarrassing to think of Elise picking them up.


‘Chop-chop, move it or lose it.’


‘Let me get my socks and underwear,’ he muttered.


‘They’ll be safe with me. I promise. Out of my way, buddy.’


Blushing, Neal smiled and shook his head and stepped past her. She entered the bathroom.


Okay, he told himself. No big deal. Forget it.


The next room down was lighted, just as she’d said. An L-shaped counter occupied a corner near the sliding doors to the pool. It had four padded stools in front of it.


Neal stepped down off the hallway and walked toward the bar. The carpet felt soft and thick under his bare feet.


Ahead of him, a wall of glass faced the pool area. He couldn’t see the pool, though. He couldn’t see much of anything out there. The glass, like a black mirror, reflected the living room and Neal walking in the white, terry robe.


He looked a little transparent. So did everything else.


He didn’t enjoy the view.


He wondered if someone might be on the other side of the glass, staring in.


Turning away from the glass, he gave the den a casual scan. It had a long, oak coffee table, a large sofa that looked very comfortable, several lamps and a few reclining chairs. Most of the wall space consisted of bookshelves. Across the floor from the sofa was a television with a screen that looked about four times larger than the screen of Neal’s TV.


Man, he thought, what would it be like to watch some videos on that baby!


That’s a reward I might be tempted to accept.


But I won’t, he told himself. I won’t accept anything. Wouldn’t be right.


Before stepping behind the bar, he grabbed the handle of the sliding door and pulled. The door skidded sideways.


My God, he thought. Doesn’t she lock anything? She’s lucky she’s lasted this long.


He shut the door and locked it.


Then he stepped around the bar. Behind it were shelves of drinking glasses and bottles, a sink, and a small refrigerator. He took down a couple of glasses. In the freezer compartment of the refrigerator, he found ice cubes.


What a set-up, he thought. What a house. Must be incredible to live like this.


What the hell, he thought. You, too, might have a place like this someday. All it’ll take is a little luck, a little hard work, a major miracle . . .


From somewhere near the other end of the house came a faint, low humming sound. The washing machine starting, he supposed. He made a vodka and tonic for Elise, and the same for himself. He had just squeezed a wedge of lemon into each drink when she arrived.


‘All set,’ she said, stepping down into the den. ‘Did you find everything you needed?’


He lifted both glasses.


‘Great.’ She walked toward the bar, her bare feet silent on the carpet. Neal saw the way her breasts were moving inside her satin pajama shirt, and looked away.


My God, he thought, if Marta ever found out about this . . .


Not that I’ve done anything wrong.


Just that it would seem so bad.


Elise stopped at the other side of the bar. As she reached for one of the drinks, her sleeve slipped away from her wrist.


She wore a brilliant, gold bracelet.


It looked heavy and very expensive.


Though Neal only caught a glimpse of the bracelet, it appeared to have a reptile design – a slender body in the shape of a lizard, or maybe an alligator or snake.


‘Thank you, sir,’ she said as she took the drink.


‘Thank you. Your stuff.’


‘What’s mine is yours.’


‘No. Huh-uh.’


‘Oh yes it is. Everything. From now on.’


‘I don’t want anything of yours,’ he told her. ‘Really.’


‘You don’t have to take anything you don’t want,’ she told him. ‘But everything is yours.’


He shook his head.


She smiled. ‘Anyway, don’t worry about it. Why don’t you come over here and sit down?’


Carrying his drink, he stepped around the bar. He followed Elise to the sofa. She sat on it, switched the glass to her other hand, and patted the cushion by her side. ‘Right here,’ she said.


Neal sat beside her, but a little farther away than she’d indicated.


She turned toward him, lifting her arm onto the back of the sofa and sliding her right leg onto the cushion. She bent her leg at the knee, and tucked its foot beneath her left knee.


She raised her glass. ‘A toast,’ she said. ‘To a fate worse than death, and the fellow who saved me from it.’


‘Well . . .’


She clinked her glass against his, then took a drink. ‘Mmmm. Very good.’


Neal tasted some of his, then took a large swallow. He sighed. ‘Does hit the spot,’ he said.


‘Now, down to business.’


‘There isn’t any business, Elise. Really. I don’t want a reward. I just happened to be at the right place at the right time, and things worked out. I’m really glad I saved you. I mean, I think you’re . . . a very nice woman.’


She grinned. ‘Nice?’


‘Hell, you’re terrific.’


‘Thank you.’


‘So, I mean, saving you was its own reward. You know what I mean?’


‘I know. But I’m not going to let it go at that.’


‘You can’t make me take anything.’


‘I’m not going to try. I already told you that. But everything is yours, when you want it. And I intend to write a will . . .’


‘No, don’t. My God.’


‘That’s all right, I don’t plan to die in the near future.’


‘You can’t put me in your will.’


‘Sure I can. And I will. That’s why they call it a “will.”’


‘No, jeez.’


‘Don’t sweat it, I might even outlive you. How old are you, anyway?’


‘Twenty-eight.’


‘I’m thirty-two, so . . .’


‘You are?’


‘I know, I’m well preserved.’


‘My God. I would’ve thought twenty-five.’


‘Thanks, I guess. Anyway, I don’t have any family. You’re the most important person in my life, Neal.’


‘The most . . .? No. Come on. Maybe I seem that way tonight, but . . .’


‘You saved me,’ she said with a sudden fierce urgency. ‘Don’t you get it? I’d be toast right now . . . or maybe screaming my head off and wishing I was dead. He would’ve killed me, sooner or later. No question about it. I’d be dead. So this is the thing: I’d have nothing if it weren’t for you. No house, no bank accounts, no jewelry, no future, nothing. No me. So it’s all yours.’


‘But I don’t want . . .’


‘I know, I know. And I understand that, and I accept it. You don’t have to take anything. But everything is yours, regardless. Everything.’


His mouth suddenly felt awfully dry. He took another drink. ‘You don’t mean . . .’ He couldn’t say it.


‘Me?’


He nodded.


‘Of course.’


He heard himself moan.


Elise’s smile returned. ‘Don’t worry about it. If you’re in love with Marta . . . just figure you’ve always got me in reserve, if you want me.’


‘You gotta be kidding,’ he mumbled.


‘I think you know better than that.’


‘You don’t even know me.’


‘I know enough,’ she said. ‘I’m yours – if and when you want me.’


Elise took another drink, then leaned out toward the coffee table and set down her glass. ‘Everything that’s mine is yours,’ she said. ‘Whenever you want it. But I would like you to have this tonight.’


She slipped the gold bracelet off her hand, and held it toward him.


A snake – a single, thick coil of intricately detailed gold, the head swallowing the tail. The eyes of the snake were a pair of brilliant green gems. Emeralds?


Neal shook his head. ‘No, no. I can’t take that.’


‘It’s the most valuable thing I have.’


‘All the more reason.’


‘Put out your hand.’


‘Elise.’


‘Please. For me.’


‘What am I supposed to tell Marta, she sees me with a thing like this?’


‘Just the truth. Or don’t let her see it. That’s up to you.’


‘I can’t take it. Really.’


‘Just try it on for a minute.’


He couldn’t see any harm in that, so he switched the glass to his left hand and held his right toward Elise. She slipped the bracelet over his hand and around his wrist.


It was warm from being on Elise.


It felt heavy.


‘Really beautiful,’ he said.


‘It’s a lot more than that.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It’s not just beautiful, it’s magical.’


Smiling, he raised his eyes to Elise. ‘It does card tricks?’ he asked.


‘I’m serious.’


‘A magic bracelet?’


‘That’s right. It was a gift to me. I’ve had it since I was sixteen. It was a present from . . . a very wonderful man. A poet. His name was Jimmy O’Rourke. We fell . . . quite madly in love. But he had to go back to Ireland.’


‘An Irishman?’


Elise nodded. ‘He was over here as a guest lecturer at UCLA.’


‘How old was he?’ Neal asked.


‘Oh, thirty-five.’


‘And you were sixteen?’


‘I know. Awful. But I was smitten. He was lovely, and you should’ve heard him talk.’ She sighed. ‘Anyway, I met him when I was with some girlfriends over in Westwood Village. We were browsing through a bookstore, and . . . he started talking to me. He hardly had two words out of his mouth before I was head over heels. After that, we could hardly stay away from each other.’


‘What about your parents?’


‘They didn’t know anything about him. I made up stories about going over to a friend’s house. Or to the mall. Or to the beach. But the friend was always Jimmy O’Rourke, and my folks never caught on. They would’ve been horrified, no doubt about it – their daughter going around with a man that age. Not that we . . . there was nothing at all sordid about it. We were so much in love.’


Neal saw tears in her eyes.


‘Then the end of summer came, and Jimmy’s mother phoned him from Shannon. His sister’d been in a car accident. She was in a critical condition, and they didn’t know whether she would make it.’ Sniffing, Elise wiped her eyes.


‘Did she live?’ Neal asked.


‘I don’t know. I never heard from Jimmy again, after he left. Before he went away, though, he gave me this.’ With the tips of her fingers, she patted the bracelet on Neal’s wrist. ‘He called it a “faerie bracelet.” Apparently, back when he was a student at Trinity, he was out on the town one night and happened across a burning building. He heard someone screaming, so he rushed in. He found a blind woman upstairs. She was hysterical, didn’t know which way to go. So Jimmy picked her up and carried her outside. Saved her life. She was wearing this bracelet, and she gave it to him. She insisted that he take it. And she told him that he was free to give it away, whenever he pleased, if he should find someone deserving. So he gave it to me.’


‘Did you save his life?’ Neal asked.


‘No.’


‘Why did you deserve it?’


‘He loved me.’ Tears again came to her eyes. ‘He told me that he had never . . . loved anyone the way he loved me. And that I deserved to have a life full of wonders and strange delights.’ Again, she used the back of her hand to wipe her tears away. Then she sniffed. ‘So, that’s that.’


Neal’s throat felt tight. He swallowed, then said, ‘You never heard from him again?’


‘Never.’


‘Why? If he loved you so much . . .’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Did you ever try to get in touch with him?’


‘I wrote him letters. Scads of letters. I never mailed any of them, though.’ She shrugged. ‘I was afraid . . . they might be returned to me. Maybe marked “deceased,” or . . . I don’t know, I just didn’t have the courage. For all I really knew, he might’ve had a wife. He claimed that he didn’t, but who knows? I didn’t want to find out.’


‘Must’ve been awful for you.’


‘I was heartbroken. But I had the bracelet. I don’t know if I could’ve survived without it. I might’ve done a triple back-flip off a freeway overpass. But the bracelet kept me going. It helped take my mind off Jimmy.’


Neal slipped the bracelet off his hand. He held it out to her. ‘There’s no way I can take this.’


She shook her head. ‘I want you to have it.’


‘It means too much to you.’


‘It’s yours, now. Use it for as long as you wish, then pass it on if you find someone you feel should have it.’


He shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Put it back on. Please.’ A corner of Elise’s mouth tilted upward. ‘Take it, or else.’


‘Or else what?’


‘You’ll risk my wrath, which is indeed a terrible thing to behold.’


Neal broke into a grin. ‘I bet,’ he said.


‘Go ahead and put it back on. Please. We’ll have a little demonstration. Once you find out what it does, I think you might have some second thoughts about turning it down.’


He slid the bracelet onto his wrist again. ‘Okay. What does it do?’




Seven


Elise patted Neal’s leg through the robe, then leaned forward and picked up her glass. ‘You should probably lie down,’ she said. ‘I’ll get out of your way.’ She stood up and walked around to the other side of the table.


‘Why do I want to lie down?’ Neal asked.


Elise grinned. ‘Don’t give me trouble. It’s how it’s done.’


‘Okay.’ He took another drink, then set his glass on the table. Holding the robe to keep it from falling open, he swung his legs onto the sofa and sank down onto his back. He rested his hands on his belly.


‘Very good,’ Elise said. ‘Now, close your eyes.’


‘What’s supposed to happen?’


‘You’ll see.’


‘Not if my eyes are shut.’


‘Are you going to be difficult?’


‘No, no, not me.’ He closed his eyes.


‘Now, kiss the serpent’s head.’


‘You’re kidding.’


‘Neal.’


‘How can I kneel when I’m lying down?’


‘Very funny. Kiss the serpent’s head.’


‘Okay.’ Keeping his eyes shut, he lifted his right hand to his face. Then he hesitated.


‘Do you want to give me a hint?’ he asked.


‘There’s nothing to be afraid of.’


‘If this thing does some kind of magic stuff, I really don’t want to get involved.’


‘I’m surprised you believe in magic.’


‘I don’t. But it scares me.’


‘You trust me, don’t you?’


‘I guess so. Sure, I do.’


‘Do you think I’d ask you to do something dangerous?’


‘I guess not.’


‘There are a few dangers, but nothing you need to worry about. Not yet. This is just a trial run.’


‘What dangers?’


‘Later, all right?’


‘I think I’d rather find out that sort of thing before I take my trial run.’


Elise laughed softly. He looked at her. She was smiling, shaking her head. ‘I’m still here, right?’ she asked. ‘Still in one piece? Still sane?’


‘You seem to be.’


‘Well, I’ve used the bracelet thousands of times.’


‘Thousands?’


‘I’ve had it for sixteen years, Neal. I can’t say that I’ve used it every single day – I went through periods without using it at all. Other times, though, I might’ve used it . . . I don’t know, eight or ten times in one day.’


‘Well, I guess you survived it okay.’


‘I’m sure you will, too.’


‘This guy didn’t have anything to do with the bracelet, did he?’


Her smile died. ‘I don’t think so. I don’t see how . . . no. Look, if you’d rather not do this . . . I’ll tell you something, though. I’ve never much regretted anything that I’ve done in my life. What I regret are a few of the things I decided not to do. If you don’t give the bracelet a try, Neal, you might look back on tonight, in years to come, and wonder what would’ve happened – and wish like hell that you’d taken the chance.’


‘Can’t you just tell me what the thing is supposed to do?’


‘It’ll change your life.’


‘Maybe I like my life the way it is.’


Her smile returned. ‘You’ll love what the bracelet does. I promise.’


‘What does it do?’


‘Try it and find out.’


‘Okay.’ He smirked at her. ‘Here goes nothing.’ He turned his face toward the ceiling, shut his eyes, and touched the bracelet to his mouth. He felt the emerald eyes against his lips. He felt the warm gold.


Soothing.


As he waited for the next instruction, he kept the bracelet to his mouth and thought of Elise’s lips. She must’ve kissed it thousands of times. Her lips had touched it here, just where his lips were touching it now.


Feeling pleasantly light-headed, he pictured himself floating up from the sofa. Elise watched him. With the hand that didn’t hold her drink, she gestured for him to approach. ‘Right this way,’ she said. ‘Come on in.’


Don’t mind if I do, he thought.


And suddenly he was inside her.


As if looking through Elise’s eyes, he saw himself stretched out on the sofa, his hands again resting on his belly, his eyes shut. He appeared to be asleep.


I’m asleep, all right. Dreaming this whole bit.


Is he here yet? Must be. ‘Hello? Neal? Are you in me? Welcome aboard.’


Jesus, he thought.


He could feel everything: Elise from head to toe, inside and out. She had numerous pains, but didn’t seem especially bothered by them. She was a little trembly, nervous and excited – and thrilled to have him aboard.


Neal tried to speak, but couldn’t: not from his own body on the sofa, not from Elise.


So he said in his mind, I’m here, Elise. What’s going on? Has to be a dream, right?


Elise thought, ‘Actually, I can’t hear you. This is pretty much a one-way deal, Neal.’ I’m a poet, but I don’t know it. My feet show it. Longfellows. Stop that, he’ll think I’m an idiot. ‘Neal? You can’t communicate with me. I can’t even tell whether or not you’re in here, but I assume you are. So, how do you like it so far?’


Incredible, he thought.


Let’s see how he likes this.


She lifted the glass and drank.


Neal felt the cold rim of the glass on his lips – on her lips. He felt the liquid flood her mouth, chill her teeth. He felt the sizzle of the tonic, tasted the vodka and the tart lemon. Then she was swallowing. It was as if Neal were swallowing. He felt the drink slide down his gullet, grow warm in his belly.


All the while, Elise kept on thinking. Not as if talking to Neal, but going along on her own – talking to herself but also wondering and considering things on other levels, a level or two (maybe more) that seemed deep down and barely articulate.


A little like listening to a radio that was picking up a few different stations – some coming in more clearly than others, some nearly inaudible.


She lowered the glass.


Hope he’s not freaking out in there. ‘How’s it going, Neal?’ Let’s see what he thinks of this.


She turned around and started walking across the den.


Neal felt every movement. Very much as if he were the person walking, but different because he had no control. He was merely a passenger along for the ride.


A passenger riding in Elise.


He felt her muscles work. He felt the carpet under her bare feet, and the satin of the pajamas sliding softly against her skin. He felt how her breasts, rather small and not very heavy, sprang up and down with each step. He felt the solid tightness of her flexing buttocks, and a curious absence of weight and movement at her groin.


This is what it’s like to be her, he thought.


Fabulous.


Except for the pain.


The bastard had done real numbers on her. Neal felt where she had been cut by the knife, pinched by fingers, teeth or pliers – hurt in other ways. Where she wore bandages, he detected a slight stiffness on her skin.


Her face seemed fine. But the guy must’ve really worked on her breasts. They hurt all over, and Elise seemed to be wearing about seven bandages on them. Her nipples were very sore, but not bandaged. She wore a few bandages on her belly, and a couple on her left buttock. The lips of her vagina burned as if they’d been pinched or gnawed. Neal didn’t feel bandages down there.


He found no pain deep inside her. She’d apparently told the truth about not being raped.


While Neal concentrated on the sensations of her body, Elise walked slowly about the room, holding her nearly empty glass. Though she was thinking non-stop, she didn’t seem to be addressing Neal, so he paid little attention.


He was fascinated.


Is this what the bracelet does? It gives you a ride like this?


Incredible!


It’s like I’m her!


‘You all right?’ Elise asked in her mind.
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