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Hello.


I’m Alice.


I’ve never written a book before, but figured I might as well start by saying who I am.


Alice.


That’s not my real name. I’d have to be an idiot to tell you my real name, wouldn’t I? Identify myself, then go on to write a book that tells more than anyone should ever know about my private life and adventures and passions and crimes.


Just call me Alice.


Sounds like ‘alias,’ doesn’t it?


I’m somebody, alias Alice.


Anyway, names are the only things I’ll lie about. I’ll make up names for all my characters, because they’re real people – or were – and I don’t want any trouble. If I start giving true names, no telling where it might lead.


Obviously, that’ll have to go for place names, too. Not just people. I don’t want to give away where stuff happened, or someone might start putting two and two together.


Except for the names of people and places, everything else will be completely true. I promise. I mean, why bother to write my story if I’m not going to tell the truth? What would be the point?


For that matter, what is the point?


Why am I sitting down to write this book?


I’m not doing it for the money. I would do it for the money, but how can you get paid for a book without letting someone know who you really are? How do they make out the checks? I haven’t figured that out yet, but I’m working on it.


I’m not doing it for fame, either. How can I make myself famous if nobody knows who I am?


But I want to write it anyway.


My story only happened about six months ago, but I already feel it starting to slip into the past. If I don’t hurry and get it down the way it was, I’m afraid I’ll lose it.


I’ll never forget the main stuff, but little pieces are sure to fall away and others will change on me.


I want a record of how it really was. Every detail. So when I read it, later on, I’ll have a way to live it all over again.


Also, it might come in handy if they ever try to prosecute me. It’ll give the complete truth about my side of things, and might help me off the hook.


Or maybe it won’t.


I might be better off burning it.


Anyway, here we go.




Chapter One
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It Starts


I’ve already explained, my name is Alice (but not really). I was twenty-six years old when all this took place last summer, and living in a comfortable little room over the garage of my best friend’s house.


That was Serena.


She had it all. Not only the huge old house at the edge of the woods, but a husband named Charlie and two kids – a four-year-old named Debbie who was every bit as beautiful as her mother, and a baby named Jeff.


Some people have all the luck, don’t they?


I mean Serena, not me.


What it mostly boils down to is genes. Serena was hugely, incredibly lucky in the genes department. Which is to say, she was born beautiful and smart. When you’ve got that going for you, everything else is a whizz. It was only natural for Serena to marry a handsome, wealthy fellow, move into a great house, and have a couple of terrific kids.


I didn’t make out quite so well in the genes department.


My parents were a couple of duds. Good, hard-working people, but duds. Not that I hold it against them. It wasn’t their fault; they came from duds, themselves, and couldn’t help it. Just as I can’t help who I am.


And I don’t resent who I am.


You can’t do anything about your genes, so you have to do the best you can with what you’ve got.


I did all right.


This isn’t meant to be an autobiography, so I won’t bore you with the details of my youth. This is supposed to be about what happened because of the stranger who showed up on that night last summer, so I’ll skip to there.


As already stated, I was living in the room over Serena’s garage. I paid a monthly rent. She had tried to talk me out of paying (she really had no use for the money, anyway), but I insisted. Even though I was between jobs, I had some savings. I was glad to part with it, so as not to be considered a freeloader.


Even if a person doesn’t look like a beauty queen, she can still keep her dignity.


Am I giving you the impression that I’m an ugly, pathetic cow?


Writing is harder than it looks, I guess. Especially if you want to tell something the way it really is and not mislead people.


The fact is, I’m not and never was ugly. My face doesn’t stop clocks. But then, it doesn’t stop traffic, either. People have said I have a ‘sweet’ face, and I’ve been called ‘cute.’ Not many people have ever used the term ‘beautiful’ in connection with me. Those who did – like my parents – were either blinded by prejudice in my favor, lying outright to spare my feelings, or hoping to lay me.


George Gunderson used to call me ‘beautiful’ and ‘gorgeous,’ but you should’ve seen George. I was probably the only gal in the history of his life who didn’t run away screaming. Besides, he was just flattering me to get in my pants. Guys are that way, in case you never noticed.


Anyway, I’m not exactly beautiful or gorgeous. I just have an ordinary, fairly pleasant-looking face. My natural hair color is brown, but I tint it a nice, light shade of blonde. My eyes are brown. So are my teeth.


Just kidding about the teeth.


Maybe I shouldn’t joke around like that. After all, this is supposed to be a serious book. People do tell me, though, that I’ve got an interesting sense of humor.


My two greatest attributes, if you listen to what other people say, are my sense of humor and my smile. They also say I’m a ‘nice’ person, and that I’m ‘caring.’ But what do they know?


Though I’m nothing special in the face department, I do have a damn good body on me. I’m large for a woman (five-foot ten), and used to be on the husky side. Hell, I was fat and dumpy. But my first year at college, I pulled myself together and got into shape. Ever since then, I’ve stayed fit. I look great in a swimsuit – and even better out of one.


But mostly, I keep my main assets well hidden. I don’t like for guys to see what I’ve got.


Back when I was dumpy, they never wanted to look at me or be seen with me. After I got into shape, though, I had to fight them off. Just about all of them were total jerks. They didn’t want to know me or have fun. All they cared about was the fact that I was ‘built’.


According to several charmers, I was ‘built like a brick shithouse’.


I don’t even know what a brick shithouse looks like.


What the hell is a brick shithouse? Why would anyone want to compare me to one? It’s not only crass, but it doesn’t even make sense.


When you come right down to it, most guys stink. By the time I was twenty-six and living above Serena’s garage, I’d pretty much given up on them.


But then came the night the stranger showed up.


It was a hot night in July. Serena and Charlie were off on a vacation with the kids, and wouldn’t be coming back for a week. In the meantime, I had the entire house to myself. They always encouraged me to stay in the real house whenever they went away. They said it made the house look ‘lived in’, so it wouldn’t be a target for burglars. Maybe they believed what they were saying. Personally, though, I think they were just being nice to me. They figured I would much rather spend the week in their house than in my room above the garage.


They were partly right. They had a wonderful kitchen, a master bathroom with a sunken tub that was absolutely heavenly, and a den with a thirty-five-inch television. Whenever I had the run of the house, I prepared great meals for myself, lounged in the bathtub, and spent hours watching the big-screen TV.


In the master bedroom was a king-sized bed about three times the size of my bed in the garage. The walls and closet doors on both sides of it were lined with mirrors, and another huge mirror was fixed to the ceiling directly above the mattress. Serena told me they were Charlie’s idea. They probably were. Serena must’ve like them, too, though. The mirrors wouldn’t have gone up if she hadn’t approved. She and Charlie were both a couple of gorgeous specimens, so it’s hardly any wonder that they liked to watch each other – and themselves.


The first time I ever stayed overnight in the house, I tried out their bed. I looked pretty good in the mirrors, myself, but I also looked very alone sprawled out in the center of that enormous mattress. And then I got to thinking about Serena and Charlie, and how this was their bed. Time after time, they’d probably made love right in the very place where I was lying. Right on the very sheet. But now it was me on the sheet, not Serena, not Charlie. To make a long story short, my imagination ran wild and nothing could stop it. Even after I finally fell asleep, my mind wouldn’t settle down. All night long, I thrashed about and sweated, plagued by feverish dreams – or hallucinations – so vivid they seemed real.


When I woke up the next morning, I was so worn out and ashamed of myself that I vowed never to spend another night in Serena and Charlie’s bed. From then on, I always returned to the garage for bedtime.


It suited me.


As much as I liked their kitchen and bathroom and television, I often got the willies at night. The place was too big – more rooms than you could use, a hallway that ran from one end of the house to the other, windows all over the place and too many doors. You always had to worry that someone might be peering at you through a window – or already inside, hiding and ready to jump you.


Not at all like my small, cozy place above the garage.


My place was about twenty-five feet square, a single room with a kitchenette and ‘half a bath’ – meaning I had a fully equipped bathroom, minus a tub. From the middle of the room, with the bathroom door open, I could see every door and window. I could also hear the slightest sound.


After entering my quarters, I never failed to look around to make sure nobody had crept in during my absence. And I listened. An intruder might hide motionless and holding his breath, but I figured I would be able to hear his heartbeat.


I always felt very safe, back in my own room.


But getting to it could be hard on the nerves.


On that hot July night when the stranger came, I’d stayed in the house until after midnight. Normally, I would’ve left earlier. But this was the first day of Serena and Charlie’s vacation, and I hadn’t had the house to myself since their spring trip to San Francisco. As a result, I’d forgotten the wisdom of early departures. So I stayed too long in their house that night.


Overdid it.


Serena and Charlie have a lovely swimming pool in the back yard. With no other houses nearby and a wild forest behind their property, the pool is like a private, woodland pond.


A pond that I avoided like a swamp.


Except when I was house-sitting, nobody around to look at me or interfere.


The day everything started, Serena and Charlie didn’t get away until early afternoon. In the driveway, I gave everyone goodbye kisses, wished them a great time, then waved as Charlie backed his car toward the road.


As soon as they were out of sight, I celebrated my new freedom by running up to my room, throwing off my clothes and jumping into my new, two-piece swimsuit. I’d already packed a small bag with things I might need during the day. I grabbed it and hurried down to their house.


First, I made myself a Bloody Mary. Then I went out to the pool.


Slick with oil and gleaming with sunlight, I spent all afternoon relaxing on the lounger, drinking this and that drink, reading a paperback mystery, daydreaming and napping. Now and then, when I grew terribly hot and drippy, I went into the water for a chilly, refreshing swim.


It was a luscious afternoon.


I drank too much and slept too much and got too much sun and loved it.


Later, I barbecued a steak on the outdoor grill. I ate it by the pool. After supper, I figured I’d had enough outdoor living for one day, and moved inside. I took a long, hot shower, soaping myself all over to get the oil off. When I rinsed, my skin gleamed. It had a warm coppery glow from the sun.


My tan was great, but it made me look a little silly in the bedroom mirrors. That’s because of the places where I wasn’t tanned. I looked as if I were wearing a swimsuit made from the skin of someone else, a stranger who’d never been out in the sunlight.


I used some of Serena’s skin lotion to keep myself nice and moist. Then I slipped into Charlie’s blue silk robe, went into the den, and watched television. I just loved their big-screen TV. It made everything look huge.


Their house was too far out of town for cable, so they had a satellite dish. The little TV in my own room was hooked up to the same system, so I knew how to work it.


You could get a zillion shows.


I found a movie that started at eight. While I was watching it, night came so I had to get off the couch and shut the den curtains. I don’t like curtains being open at night. Somebody might be out in the dark, looking in. You can’t see him, but he can see you. It really gives me the creeps.


That particular night, I felt more edgy than usual. It was probably a case of first-night jitters. Or else a premonition.


I turned on a couple of lamps to make the den bright.


I’d planned to take a long bath by candlelight after the movie. When the time came, though, I changed my mind. I much preferred to stay in the bright den with the television on, its volume good and loud. I’d lost every desire to go wandering through the dark house or to sit all alone in the hot water, surrounded by silence and flickering candle flames and shadows.


With the change of plans, I wanted popcorn – at least until I thought about the long journey to the kitchen. There were windows all along the way – enormous windows and sliding glass doors and walls of glass – every one of them facing the pool area, the back lawn and the woods. If only I’d remembered to shut those curtains before dark!


With the curtains wide open, it would almost be the same as if the house didn’t have any rear wall, at all.


I had walked that particular gauntlet before.


That’s true. I’d often walked it at night when the curtains were wide open and I was all alone in the house. Sometimes, I hadn’t even gotten a case of the jitters. Usually, though, I found myself hurrying along, goosebumps from head to toe, afraid to even glance toward the windows, absolutely certain that someone horrible must be gazing in at me.


Tonight, I was already feeling too damn jumpy.


The popcorn wasn’t worth a trip that might scare me half out of my wits, so I went ahead and watched the next movie without any.


It ended a little after midnight.


Which was late. Normally, eleven o’clock would’ve been about the right time for letting myself out of the house and hurrying to my room above the garage.


As late as it already was, I didn’t feel the least bit sleepy. Maybe because I’d taken all those naps beside the pool.


So why not stay and watch one more movie?


Why not? Because if I watched another, I would have to make my trip to the garage at 1:30 or 2:00.


Way too late.


My swimsuit was still in the master bathroom. I decided to leave it there. Since I had nothing else to put on, I stayed in Charlie’s robe. I liked wearing it, anyway. It was very lightweight, and felt slippery and cool against my skin. Also, it made me feel funny, sometimes, knowing it was his. Funny in a good, familiar sort of way.


My purse was with me on the sofa, so I didn’t need to go searching for it. I didn’t have to wander around the rest of the house to make sure all the doors were locked, either. I’d taken care of that before the sun went down. I’d also made sure that every light was off except for those that were supposed to stay on all night: the one in the foyer and a couple out in front of the house.


Serena and Charlie never lit up the rear of the house – the deck or pool or yard – except when they were out there. (And sometimes not even then.) I never asked them why. If it was me, though, I would’ve kept them off because of the woods.


Who knows what they might attract? There were things in the woods that might see the lights and come over to investigate. Nasty, wild things that belonged in the deep woods, not in your back yard. Not in your house.




Chapter Two
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The Stranger


Midnight.


I wished I was already back inside my safe little place above the garage.


Before I could be there, though, I had to get there.


Getting there was the bad thing about staying in Serena and Charlie’s house. It was the price that had to be paid. Not a terrible price, really. I’d always been willing to pay it for the luxury of using their house.


I mean, it was my choice to stay after dark, to stay until midnight. I could’ve returned to my place before sundown, or even kept out of their house entirely and avoided the whole problem.


Or, having stayed late, I could’ve avoided the return trip by remaining in the house.


But here’s the deal.


It only takes me two or three minutes to step outside, hurry over to the garage, climb the flight of stairs to my door, unlock it and get inside. If I’m really scared, I can probably do it in less than a minute.


The trip always frightens me, but it doesn’t last long. If I avoid it by spending all night in the house, however, I end up being tormented for hours and hours, not a few minutes.


It makes sense to me.


I do things my own way, that’s the thing. If enjoying the luxuries of the house means I have to make a scary rush back to my own place in the middle of the night, so be it. I’ll pay the price.


Anyway, it was time to go. Past time.


So I shut off the television, then turned off all the lamps in the den. After that, there was only darkness except for a dim, gray glow of moonlight that seeped in through the curtains. I opened the curtains. The glow brightened a lot. I stepped up close to the glass door and looked out.


With the den dark behind me and the area behind the house spread with moonlight, I felt invisible.


I took my time, gazing out. I wanted to be completely sure it was safe before unlocking the door and stepping into the night.


Impossible, of course.


You can never be sure it’s safe.


The full moon, that night, was very bright. It laid a dazzling silver path across the surface of the swimming pool. The concrete around the pool looked gray like dirty snow. The lawn beyond the concrete was as dark as the water. Like the water, it had a path of moonlight. The path on the grass was as dim as old iron, but led straight to the brilliant path that came over the pool toward me.


At the far end of the lawn, the forest started. The tops of the trees looked as if they’d been misted with silver spraypaint. Below their tops, the trees were completely dark. So dark they looked gone. They cast a black shadow over part of the lawn.


I saw nobody.


But there was so much blackness.


Someone might be lurking at the border of the woods, or even closer than that.


In the pool, for instance.


The water level is a foot or more below the rim, so the far wall casts a shadow along its entire length. A dozen faces – two dozen – might be hidden in that strip of blackness . . . all of them watching me. The near side of the pool could provide another hiding place, not because of any shadow but because the concrete edge, itself, blocked my view of whatever might be waiting beneath it.


If he preferred to stay dry, an assailant might simply wait for me, nearby but out of sight, with his back pressed to the very wall of the house. I wouldn’t be able to spot him there until I’d opened the door and leaned out. And that might be the end of me.


Or he might position himself around the corner to jump me in the space between the house and the garage.


Do you see what I mean about safety?


I stared out the door for a very long time. Even though I saw nobody, I couldn’t quite force myself to move. I kept thinking about all the places where someone might be.


My breath kept fogging up the glass. I guess that’s because the air conditioner was on in the house. Every now and then, a milky white cloud would ruin my view. I had to sway to one side or another, or crouch, in order to find some clear glass. Sometimes, I wiped away the fog with my hand or forearm or the front of my robe.


The way I’m telling it, you must think I was standing there forever and that I’m a hopeless coward.


It sort of felt like forever, but it probably wasn’t more than fifteen or twenty minutes.


And even though I’m not the bravest person in the world, it’s a fact that I’d made the trip from the house to the garage many times in the past, often at very late hours of the night. Serena and Charlie did a lot of traveling. I’d lived above their garage for three years, and I always came over when they were away.


Sometimes, I hardly gave a glance out the door before sliding it open and walking out. That was rare, but it happened. More often, I spent five or ten minutes. A couple of times, I’d been so spooked that it had taken me more than an hour to work up my courage to leave.


But I’d always gone, sooner or later.


So I wouldn’t call myself a hopeless coward.


I’m a hopeful one.


Finally, you decide it’s time. You hope nobody’s out there waiting to jump you, because you can’t be sure. Then you take a deep breath, flip open the lock, roll open the door, and go for it.


That night, the time finally came.


I was trembling quite a lot by then. Also, my robe was hanging open because I’d been using it to wipe the glass. I pulled it shut, tightened the silk belt, took a deep breath that trembled on its way in, and unfastened the lock.


I pulled, and the door rolled away to my right.


Things looked so much clearer, suddenly.


Just at that moment, before I’d even had a chance to step outside, someone crept out of the blackness at the edge of the woods.


I almost made a sudden break for the garage. But I held back.


If I darted out and ran, he would see me for sure.


And do what? Chase me down?


Holding my breath, staying absolutely motionless except for my right arm, I slowly reached sideways and found the door handle. I pulled gently, easing the door along its tracks. It made a soft rumbling sound, which the stranger didn’t seem to hear.


As I slid the door shut in front of me, I kept my eyes on him.


If he noticed me, he gave no sign of it. His head didn’t seem to be fixed in my direction. It turned this way and that. A few times, he even glanced over one shoulder or the other.


The full moon lit his hair and shoulders, but not his face. Most of his front was vague with shadow. I could make out his silhouette clearly, though. He was wearing shorts, but no shirt. When I caught a side view, he didn’t seem to have breasts.


That was my big clue as to his gender.


The stranger still might’ve been a girl – maybe a thin and shapeless tomboy – but I doubted it.


This was a guy.


A guy who’d come sneaking out of the woods and was making his way closer and closer to the house.


Soon, the door bumped softly shut in front of me. I fastened its lock, then took one step backward and stopped.


I knew exactly what to do.


Hurry over to the telephone and call the police.


It’s what I intended to do.


But the telephone was out of reach. To put my hands on it, I would need to abandon the glass door and make my way through the darkness to the other end of the couch.


That couldn’t be done without losing sight of the intruder.


So I stood where I was, and watched him.


He still seemed unaware of my presence. Maybe that was an act, but I doubted it. Though he was stealthy about the way he approached the house, he didn’t seem to be in any hurry.


Maybe he cut the phone line and knows I can’t call for help.


Don’t be ridiculous, I told myself. That’s movie stuff, cutting phone lines. Nobody does it in real life.


Do they?


More than likely, he didn’t even know I was in the house: I’d turned off the lights fifteen or twenty minutes before he put in his appearance. For all he knew, nobody was home.


But how long had he been watching?


What if he’d started watching before the lights went out?


Suppose he’s been watching me all day?


When that thought shoved its way into my mind, I suddenly felt sick with fear.


What does he want?


Maybe nothing. Maybe he’s just a guy who happens to enjoy wandering around in the middle of the night. Maybe just someone who got lost in the woods and only now has managed to find his way out.


Or a harmless nut of some kind.


Or . . .


A burglar. A rapist. A killer.


Trembling, I watched him step onto the concrete directly across the pool from where I stood.


He had no weapons or tools that I could see.


But his shorts had pockets.


Near the edge of the pool, he stopped. He seemed to stare straight at me.


He can’t see me, I told myself. The room’s completely dark. The moon is probably glaring on the door glass.


His head swiveled slowly from side to side. He turned around in a complete circle as if to make sure he wasn’t being observed. Then he took off his shorts.


They appeared to be cut-off jeans. First he had to unbuckle his belt. After the belt was open, he unfastened a button or snap at his waist and lowered the zipper. Bending over, he drew the shorts down his legs. Then he stepped out of them and stood up straight.


The moon, high in the sky behind him, rimmed his body with white so I could see right away that he didn’t have on a stitch of clothing.


Though his front was poorly lighted, I could see the general gray of his bare skin all the way from his face down to his feet. His eyes and mouth looked like dim smudges. His nipples were like an extra set of eyes spaced wide apart on his chest. His navel was just a small, dark dot. Down from there was more skin, then a nest of hair and his penis.


He stood there for a while as if he wanted me to take a good, long look at him – even though I know he couldn’t see me standing on the other side of the glass door.


Then he looked around, turning his head and body. When he turned, I got a side view.


It made me feel a little sick.


And very frightened.


He wants to shove that into me.


No, he doesn’t, I told myself. He doesn’t even know I’m here.


He’d better not. If he knows, he won’t quit till he nails me with that thing.


The prowler sat down on the concrete, swung his legs over the edge of the pool, scooted forward and slid down into the water.




Chapter Three
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In the Water


You suddenly couldn’t see him at all. He’d vanished. I stared at where he’d been, but he was gone as if he’d turned invisible.


Not invisible, but black.


The pool looked empty. I knew it wasn’t, though.


I pictured him swimming underwater for a few more seconds, then bursting out, hurling himself onto the pool’s edge and dashing at my door.


The door might slow him down, but it wouldn’t stop him.


I mean, it was glass.


I tried to prepare myself for the shock of a sudden assault.


Don’t scream, just turn around and run like hell.


Go for the kitchen.


Grab one of the butcher knives.


I saw him.


Out near the middle of the pool, the back of his head and then his buttocks slid across the moonlight’s silver path. He seemed to be on his way to the shallow end, doing a leisurely breast stroke.


Not coming for me, after all.


Not yet.


But the pool had tile stairs underwater at a corner of the shallow end. When he came to them, he might climb out.


I stepped a little closer to the glass door.


He didn’t swim toward the stairs. Instead, he kept to the center. At the end of the pool, he stood up. His wet skin gleamed in the moonlight, but only down to his waist. There, the black water cut him off. He looked as if he’d lost his lower body – legs, ass, and the all the rest – as if whacked apart by a terrible sword.


The saber.


I suddenly remembered Charlie’s saber. It hung on hooks above the fireplace in the living room, along with a framed citation that had something to do with the Civil War service of his great-great-grandfather.


The saber was an actual relic of the war.


It hadn’t belonged to Charlie’s ancestor, though; Serena had bought it for him as a Christmas present.


We’d all fooled around with it, now and then.


It was about four feet long, and sharp.


Out in the pool, the stranger turned around. He eased down into the water, his body disappearing until nothing was left except his face. Then he started swimming again, apparently on his way to the deep end.


I stepped backward, turned away from the glass door and went to get the saber.


I’d forgotten that the foyer light was on. It was halfway down the long corridor, too far away for its brightness to reach the doorway of the den. But I saw it the moment I stepped out. Seeing the foyer light, I also remembered that the living room curtains were wide open.


The wall out there was mostly glass from one end to the other, from floor to ceiling. Like the wall of an aquarium.


From anywhere near the deep end of the pool, the stranger would have a fine view in.


I muttered a curse.


To be honest about it, I said ‘Shit.’


I hated my stupidity for not remembering to shut the curtains before dark. Bad enough that I’d missed out on popcorn because they were open, but now I couldn’t even go for the saber.


Obviously, I could go for it if I wanted to.


But I’m not that stupid.


Suppose, so far, the guy had no idea that anyone was in the house? He sees me sneaking through the living room, trying to get the saber, and he’ll know I’m here.


He’ll assume I’m alone.


Maybe he’ll like the looks of me. Even though I’m no glamour queen, I’ve got a great figure and I am wearing a clingy, revealing robe.


And he is already naked and aroused.


Maybe, so far, he’d only been interested in a little midnight skinny-dipping. But seeing me . . .


No way.


I wasn’t going to risk it.


I’ll wait till he tries to break in.


And maybe he won’t, I thought. Maybe he really did come here only to use the swimming pool. He might do a few laps, then walk back into the woods and that’ll be the end of it.


He might be breaking in right now.


I stepped back into the den. This time, I shut the door behind me to make sure no light could possibly sneak in from the foyer.


It had already dimmed my night vision. Except for the outside glow coming through the glass door, everything in the den looked much darker than before.


From where I stood, I could only see a small section of the pool. The stranger wasn’t in sight, and that worried me. So I hurried.


My bare left foot kicked a leg of the coffee table. From the sound, you’d think I’d struck the table with a hammer. My toes crumpled. Pain rushed up my leg. Tears flooded my eyes. My mouth flew open to let out a cry of agony, but I kept quiet and hobbled sideways and fell backward onto the couch. The couch scooted and bumped the wall. Flinging my leg up, I clutched my ruined foot.


From the feel of things, I figured two or three toes might be broken.


But the pain subsided after a couple of minutes.


Wet-faced and breathless, I fingered my toes. I wiggled them. They felt sore and kind of tired, but they seemed okay otherwise.


I wondered what the stranger was up to.


But I no longer wanted to look. I wanted to remain right where I was. The couch felt good under my back, even though my rear end was hanging off the cushion and I had to keep at least one foot planted on the floor to stop myself from sliding off.


Maybe I should swing my legs up, make myself comfortable, and stay put.


I wasn’t required to stand at the door and watch the stranger swim his laps.


He would go away, sooner or later.


Go away, or break in.


If he tries to break in, I’ll go for the saber. If he doesn’t, I’ll just . . .


What if I don’t hear him?


Such a huge house, he could make almost any kind of noise at the other end and I’d be none the wiser. Especially now that I’d shut the den door.


Also, there was the air conditioner.


The house had central air.


I couldn’t hear its machinery. The compressor, or whatever, was outside and pretty far away. But the den had a couple of vents and an air intake. They didn’t make enough noise to notice, usually. Just soft, breezy, breathy sounds. But now they seemed as loud as a gale.


The stranger could hurl a brick through the living-room window and I probably wouldn’t hear it.


Turn off the air.


The control box was mounted on the hallway wall, not far from the den. Only minutes ago, I’d been standing within reach of it. Too bad I hadn’t thought to reach out and flick it off. But my mind had been on the saber, not on the quiet noise of the air conditioner.


So, do it now.


I pushed myself off the couch and stood up. My toes ached, but not badly. I hardly limped at all on my way to the door. I wrapped my hand around its knob.


And suddenly wished, badly, that I hadn’t shut it.


What if I open it and he’s standing right there?


I pictured him on the other side of the door, naked and hard, dripping water onto the hallway carpet, grinning at me. He’d grabbed Charlie’s saber on his way through the house, and held it overhead with both hands like a Samurai all eager to split me down the middle.


My imagination likes to torture me with stuff like that.


I figured he probably wasn’t really there, or even in the house at all.


But my hand and arm felt frozen. I couldn’t force myself to open the door.


Then all of a sudden I got to thinking the knob might start to turn in my hand and he might throw the door open, crashing it into me and rushing in.


This was just my imagination at work, and I knew it.


But it scared me.


I let go of the knob and backed away from the door, pretty much expecting it to fly open. But it stayed shut. So then I turned around and faced the sliding glass door.


From where I stood, I could see the pool. Not much of it, though.


And not the stranger.


Where is he?


This time, I was extra careful crossing the room. My feet hit nothing. As I neared the door, I put a hand forward. Soon, my fingers touched the cool glass.


I eased closer, peering out.


Still no sign of him.


When my breasts met the glass, I stopped. This was about as close to the door as I could get without bumping my nose or forehead.


I stared out.


Where’d he go?


He didn’t seem to be in the pool, and he obviously wasn’t standing nearby on the concrete or lawn.


Maybe he’d gone away.


Maybe he’s already in the house.


The chill from the glass, seeping through my robe, was making my nipples ache. I eased back a little to get away from it.


The glass in front of my face had fogged up, so I wiped it with my hand.


And that’s when I saw him.


He was in the pool, after all.


Maybe he’d been below the surface for a while. Or maybe he’d been floating somewhere that I couldn’t see him.


Anyway, there he was.


He drifted on his back near the middle of the pool, his arms spread out, his legs apart. He didn’t move a muscle. The water, calm and almost motionless itself, rippled around him, turned him slowly, eased him along as if it had a vague destination for him but wasn’t in any hurry.


His wet skin shone like silver in the moonlight.


He looked asleep.


He was probably awake, though, feeling the lift of the water beneath him, enjoying its cool lick, relishing the warm breezes drifting over the regions of his skin that weren’t below the surface.


He looked as if he might be waiting for a lover to come, drawn to him by his open naked body, lured by the invitation of the pillar of flesh that stood tall and ready, shiny in the moonlight.


What if it’s me?


What if he’s waiting for me?


He wants me, knows I’m watching, thinks he can lure me out of the house.


You’ve got another think coming, buster. You can wave that thing in the air till hell freezes over, or IT does. I’m not stepping one foot outside.


Just because he looked beautiful in the moonlight didn’t mean he wasn’t a rapist, a killer, a madman.


There had to be something wrong with him. A normal person doesn’t sneak out of the woods in the middle of the night, strip naked and go for a dip in the swimming pool of a total stranger.


Maybe he knows Charlie or Serena and they told him it’s okay.


That hadn’t occurred to me before.


But it seemed highly unlikely. Virtually impossible. For one thing, they wouldn’t give someone permission to use the pool in their absence without telling me about it. After all, I’d be here and take him for an intruder.


For another thing, I knew all their friends. The man in the pool wasn’t one of them.


I didn’t think so, anyway.


It was hard to tell exactly what his face looked like, but I was pretty sure that a body as fine as his didn’t belong to anyone I’d ever seen around the house or pool.


Serena and Charlie were sociable people. They did like to invite friends over for pool parties. But I was the only one with permission to use it when they were away. That’s another reason I knew this guy didn’t belong here.


Nobody but me was allowed in the pool when they weren’t home.


As far as I knew, anyway.


And I knew plenty. I’d been living over the garage for three years, and I could see the pool from my windows.


People just didn’t show up and start using it. Whenever I’d seen anyone at the pool, Serena or Charlie or both of them had been there, too.


Of course, I hadn’t spent all my time watching for pool activity. Things might’ve gone on, now and then, that I didn’t know about.


But not much.


I’ve seen squirrels, raccoons, deer and other animals come out of the woods to drink at the pool. I’ve watched Charlie swim his laps at dawn when he probably assumed I was asleep. I’ve even observed the times, fairly often in the summer, when Serena and Charlie went skinny-dipping late at night. They kept the pool lights off, of course, and spoke in whispers or not at all. Whenever they used the pool that way, they always ended up making love. They did it right out in the open, so they must’ve figured I was asleep or blind. Whereas, actually, I happened to be looking out my window.


I was looking out my window more than anyone would’ve guessed, but I’d never found a stranger in the pool.


Not until tonight.


He’d hardly moved at all in the past few minutes. Just drifted this way and that on his back. I began to wonder if maybe he’d fallen asleep. If asleep, he must’ve been having a doozy of a dream.


The telephone rang.


After midnight, and it suddenly let out a loud jangle in the silence and darkness of the den.


I jumped and yelped.


Out on the pool, the stranger’s head jerked sideways in the water. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I knew he was staring straight at me.




Chapter Four
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The Phone Call


Not that he could see me.


If you’re in real darkness and someone else is out in the moonlight, he doesn’t stand a chance of spotting you.


But I felt his eyes on me.


I flinched as the phone rang again.


A phone isn’t meant to ring that late at night. It scares you. Even if you’re not alone in the house and spying on a prowler, the ringing rips through your nerves.


Friends don’t call after nine. Not unless there’s an emergency.


It rang again, and I flinched again.


Out in the pool, the man rolled over, turned and started gliding toward me with his head up.


The phone rang again as I took slow backward steps away from the glass door.


Why did it have to be so loud?


I knew he could hear it. Maybe not this particular phone, but a general clamor. I’d been swimming in the pool myself, sometimes, when people called. Even with the doors and windows shut, you could hear rings and chirps and warbles and tweets from all over the house. I don’t even know how many phones Serena had, but at least five – maybe seven or eight. It was a big house, and there were phones in nearly every room.


The only answering machine was in the den.


With me.


After the fourth ring came clicks that meant the machine was responding.


I kept creeping backward.


Outside, the stranger arrived at the side of the pool. He stood up, put his hands on the concrete edge, and seemed to stare straight at me.


I’m not big on distances. My guess, though – he was only twelve or fifteen feet away from the glass door. And I was on the other side of it, five or six feet back.


More clicks from the machine.


A man’s voice said, ‘Ah, you finally got yourself an answering machine. Hope it’s not because of me. But it probably is, huh? Who’s the guy you got to record the greeting for you?’ A pause. ‘Never mind. It’s none of my business, I guess. Anyway, are you there? Judy? If you’re there, would you pick up? Please? I know you probably don’t want to talk to me, but . . . I don’t want to lose you. I love you. Are you there? Please, talk to me.’


He went silent.


The man in the pool jumped, planted a foot on the edge, and climbed out.


‘The thing is, I’m not going to call again. I’m not going to beg you to change your mind. I’m not going to plead with you. I’ve got to hang onto a little of my dignity, you know?’


The man started walking slowly toward the glass door.


‘So this’ll be it. The ball’s in your court. If you really want it to be over, fine. I’ll accept that. I’ll never bug you again. It’ll be adios, Tony. Forever. I don’t want that to happen, but hell . . . Are you there, Judy? It feels weird, talking to you this way. Would you please pick up, if you’re there?’


The stranger arrived at the door and peered in.


Could he see me?


Could he hear the quick loud thudding of my heart?


I stood motionless, staring at him. He had his arms raised like a guy who’s been ordered to ‘stick ’em up’. His open hands were pressed against the glass. So was his forehead. But his nose didn’t touch the glass. Neither did his chest or belly or legs. Nothing else touched except for the tip of his penis, which looked like a smooth and strange little face pushing against the glass to help him search for me.


‘Okay,’ Tony said to the answering machine. ‘If that’s how you want it. Anyway, I’ve moved to a new place. I couldn’t stand being in the old apartment anymore, not after everything that’d happened there.’ He sounded as if he were trying not to cry. ‘I’ll give you my number, and you can call me if you want to. If you don’t call, I’ll understand.’


As Tony gave his new telephone number, the man outside took a step away from the door, reached down and grabbed the handle and jerked it.


Snatching up the phone with one hand, I blurted, ‘Tony!’


With my other hand, I slapped up the light switch.


A lamp came on by the couch.


The sudden brightness hurt my eyes, made me squint, obliterated my moonlit view of the stranger. The sliding door was now a mirror. It showed me a hollow, transparent version of the coffee table, the lamp, and me.


I saw myself with the phone against my left ear. I stood crooked, still bent sideways to the right as if frozen in my reach for the light switch. My belt had come loose. The open robe seemed to split me down the middle. It still covered my left side from shoulder to thigh, but my entire right side was bare to the gaze of the stranger.


If he was still there.


He must’ve leaped back when the light first came on.


Now he returned, looming out of the darkness just beyond the door and pressing his body against the glass.


Tony was talking into my ear. I didn’t pay much attention, but he seemed to believe I was Judy.


The stranger gaped in at me. With his body pressed to the door, the lamplight reached him. He looked awful – grotesquely flattened and spread out – like an alien creature trying to ooze through the glass.


‘HELLO!’ I shouted into the phone. ‘POLICE! I WANT TO REPORT A PROWLER!’


‘Huh?’ Tony asked. ‘A prowler?’


The stranger writhed against the glass, licked it, rubbed it with his body and open hands as if making believe it was me.


From where I stood, it looked like me.


My reflection was superimposed over him.


He couldn’t see that, though. And didn’t need to, because he had a great view of the real me.


‘YES! HE’S IN THE YARD! HE’S TRYING TO FORCE HIS WAY IN. THIS IS 3838 WOODSIDE LANE. YOU’VE GOT TO GET OVER HERE RIGHT AWAY!’


‘Who is this? This isn’t Judy?’


‘HE’S A WHITE MALE, ABOUT TWENTY YEARS OLD, SIX FEET TALL, A HUNDRED AND EIGHTY POUNDS, WITH SHORT BLOND HAIR.’


‘Is this for real? Do you really have a prowler?’


‘YES! AND HE’S NAKED, AND HE’S TRYING TO GET IN! YOU’VE GOT TO SEND A SQUAD CAR RIGHT AWAY!’


‘Holy shit,’ Tony said.


‘PLEASE HURRY!’


‘Do you want me to hang up and call the police?’


Taking the phone away from my mouth, I yelled at the man, ‘THE COPS ARE ON THE WAY, YOU SICK BASTARD! THEY’LL BE HERE IN TWO MINUTES!’


I know he heard me, but he seemed to be lost in his own world of skin and glass and me.


Watching him, I saw myself. I looked like a ghost being molested by a mad, drooling mime. He writhed against me, caressed me, kissed me, then suddenly went rigid and started to jerk, shaking the door in its frame. For a moment, I thought he was having a seizure.


In a way, he was.


When I realized what was going on, I gasped and turned my head away.


My eyes met the light switch.


I shot my hand out and flipped it down. Darkness clamped down on the room.


The door stopped shaking.


I looked.


The stranger took a few steps backward, then whirled around. He ran to the edge of the pool, dived in, and swam for the other side.


While I watched him, I heard Tony’s tiny, faint voice coming from the phone’s earpiece down by my side.


The stranger boosted himself out of the pool, scurried over the concrete, swooped down and snatched up his shorts. He didn’t put them on. Clutching them in one hand, he dashed onto the lawn and ran toward the woods.


I lifted the phone.


Tony sounded frantic. ‘. . . okay? Hello? What’s happening?’


‘I’m here,’ I said.


‘What happened? What’s going on?’


‘I think it’s all right now. He just ran away.’


‘You’d better call the cops.’


‘He thinks I just did. That’s what scared him off.’


‘Maybe you’d better call them for real.’


‘I don’t know. He’s gone now.’


‘How do you know he won’t come back?’


‘Thanks a lot, Tony.’


‘Sorry. Are you okay?’


‘Just a little shook up. I’m all by myself, and he came sneaking out of the woods behind the house.’


‘You said he was naked?’


‘Yeah. Well, he took off his shorts and started swimming in the pool.’


‘Weird. You don’t have any idea who he was?’


‘Not a clue. Just some guy who came out of the woods.’


‘Miller’s Woods?’


‘Yeah.’


‘That’s bad. A lot of real oddballs hang around in there.’


‘This is the first time anyone ever come sneaking out to use the pool. That I know about, anyway.’


‘You’re lucky that’s all he did.’


‘Yeah,’ I said. I thought about what he’d done on the door, but kept my mouth shut about it.


‘You really should call the cops,’ Tony told me.


‘I know. You’re probably right.’


‘They keep finding bodies in those woods.’


He wasn’t telling me anything new. ‘Now and then,’ I said. ‘But most of them weren’t killed there. They were just dropped off, you know? It’s not like there’s necessarily a homicidal maniac hanging around in the woods.’


‘I sure wouldn’t want to live near them.’


‘Well, I don’t mind. I like it, normally. It’s nice and peaceful.’


‘You live there alone?’


‘I’m alone tonight.’


‘Maybe you shouldn’t be. I know you don’t want to hear this, but you really can’t be sure he won’t come back.’


‘I wish you’d stop saying that.’


‘You sound like a nice person.’


‘Thanks.’


‘I’d hate to think you might end up . . . you know.’


‘I won’t,’ I told him.


‘Do you have a name?’ he asked.


‘No, actually I’m one of those people who isn’t that lucky.’


He laughed a little, and I smiled.


‘My name’s Alice,’ I said. (That isn’t really what I told him. I told him my true name, which is a secret as far as this book is concerned . . . unless you’re smart enough to find my hidden message.)


‘Hello, Alice,’ he said.


‘Hello, Tony.’ (Tony isn’t his real name, either, by the way – in case you were daydreaming when you read the introduction. Tony, Serena, Charlie, Judy, etc. – all made up. The same goes for Miller’s Woods, and so on. Just thought I’d remind you.)


‘I guess I dialed a wrong number,’ Tony said.


‘I guess you did.’


‘I was trying to call this gal . . .’


‘I know. Judy. She must’ve dumped you, huh?’


‘Something like that.’


‘You probably called her once too many times after midnight.’


‘Think so?’


‘It scares people. You shouldn’t do it.’


‘Maybe not.’


‘Besides which, it makes you sound desperate. If you want to get back on Judy’s good side, you don’t want her to think you’re desperate about it.’


‘You’re probably right.’


‘You bet I’m right.’


‘Good thing I dialed the wrong number,’ he said.


‘I’m glad you did. My creepy visitor would probably still be here.’


‘So, what are you going to do?’


‘Nothing. Go to bed, I guess.’


‘You shouldn’t stay there. Not by yourself.’


‘I’ll be fine.’


‘Is there a neighbor you could stay with for the rest of the night?’


‘Not exactly. Nobody nearby.’


‘What about . . .?’


‘Anyway, I’ll be fine. I really don’t think he’ll be coming back tonight. As far as he knows, the cops are on the way over.’


‘I hope you’re right,’ Tony said.


‘So do I.’


‘I’d hate to read about you in the paper.’


‘Me, too.’


He laughed quietly. Then he said, ‘I’m serious about this, though. Is there a friend you can call? Someone who might be willing to come over? Maybe a relative?’


‘None.’


‘What about heading over to a motel?’


‘At this hour?’


‘Most of them over by the highway are open all night. You might have to ring a bell, or something, but . . .’


‘I’m not going to any motel. Are you kidding? I’m probably ten times safer staying right here than if I try to drive over to one of those places at this hour. Anyway, haven’t you ever heard of Norman Bates?’


‘You’ll be fine if you don’t take a shower.’


‘I’ll just stay home and take one.’


Tony was silent for a few moments. It made me wonder what he was thinking about. Then he said, ‘Look. Why don’t I come over there? Just so you won’t be alone in case this guy decides to try something.’


His suggestion didn’t come as a huge surprise. Still, it made me feel uneasy.


‘I don’t think so, Tony. Thanks for asking.’


‘I realize we don’t know each other very well.’


‘We don’t know each other period,’ I pointed out. ‘You called the wrong number and we’ve been talking for about five minutes. Now you want to come over?’


‘I’m worried about you.’


‘Maybe you are and maybe you aren’t. Maybe this whole thing’s a set-up. It’s pretty convenient, you just happening to call here when you did.’


‘I dialed the wrong number.’


‘Maybe you did and maybe you didn’t.’


‘Jeez,’ he said.


For a few moments, he was silent.


Then he said, ‘Anyway, it’s getting pretty late. I’d better hit the sack. Good luck with your intruder, Alice. It was nice talking to you. Pretty much. Bye.’


He hung up.




Chapter Five
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Exit


After that, I put down the phone and crept through the darkness to the sliding door.


The other side of the glass was smeared where the stranger had licked it, where he’d rubbed it with his wet face. It looked like a dirty car windshield after you’ve run wipers across it.


I found a clean place next to the mess his face had made, and peered out as if gazing over his shoulder.


The warnings from Tony made me nervous. Maybe the stranger would sneak back.


Maybe, next time, he wouldn’t let a door stop him.


Not that it had actually stopped him, this time.


I could still picture him writhing against it.


Trying my best to ignore the image, I must’ve spent about ten minutes pressed to the glass. I had to make sure the coast was clear. But I couldn’t get the awful picture out of my mind.


If he’d still been there – the glass gone – my right breast might’ve been pushing against his bare chest. He could’ve been squirming against me, rubbing me, spurting on me.


I finally stumbled backward to get away from the door.


The moonlight showed what he’d left on the glass.


It made me feel sick. Trembling, I turned away. I shut the curtains, then found my purse on the couch and made my way to the other door. I opened it and stepped into the hallway. This time, I was glad to see the foyer light.


This time, too, I wasn’t afraid of being seen.


That’s not quite true. The idea of being seen frightened me; it just didn’t stop me. I walked swiftly down the hall and into the living room. Almost nothing showed on the other side of the glass wall. Just darkness. But the glass gave back an image of me.


Me, striding across the carpet, my purse swinging by my hip, the robe flowing around me, my legs flashing out long and bare as if the robe were an exotic gown with a slit up its front.


I looked like the heroine of a gothic romance.


Or a madwoman from a horror movie.


Especially when I reached up with both hands and lifted the saber off its hooks above the fireplace.


The saber felt good and heavy.


I stepped away from the fireplace, turned toward my dark image in the glass, and watched myself slash the air a few times.


Was he watching?


With the wall of glass in front of me and the foyer light behind my back, I could probably be seen clearly all the way from the edge of the woods.


I raised the saber high.


‘You want me, pal?’ I asked. ‘Come and get me.’


I swung the blade a few more times.


I felt powerful and excited. I looked pretty cool, too.


But then I started to feel stupid and silly and even a little scared, so I turned away from the glass and hurried toward the foyer.


Normally, I would’ve left the house through the sliding door in the den. That was just my habit. It probably started because the den was where I spent most of my time, after dark. I’d be in it for hours watching the big-screen television, so I generally felt comfortable there and didn’t want to wander through the huge, empty house on my to get out. So simple just to use the door that was there, slip outside, slide it shut and hurry over to the garage.


Not tonight.


I just couldn’t. Not after what the stranger had done on the other side of it.


Somebody will have to clean that up, I thought.


Not me. Not tonight, anyhow.


Standing in the foyer, I wondered if there was anything I needed. I had my keys inside my purse. Since I planned to come back first thing in the morning, there was no reason to take my swimsuit, towel, oil, paperback, etc.


The doors were locked. I’d turned off all the lights except for those that were supposed to remain on all night.


I suddenly remembered the air conditioning.


Serena and Charlie usually turned it off before retiring – except when the weather was terribly hot.


When I was in command, I often forgot about the thing and left it going all night.


Since I’d just now thought of it, I rested the saber against my shoulder and marched up the hallway. At the thermostat, I flicked the switch to the Off position.


‘What a good girl am I,’ I whispered.


Then I wondered which door to use.


Not the den door, that was for sure.


Serena and Charlie’s bedroom had a sliding door. So did the living room, and the dining room beyond that. But all those doors could be seen from the back yard, the pool and the woods. If the stranger was watching, he might see me leave the house. He might even see me go to the garage.


And know where to find me.


I decided to leave by the front door.


First, though, I had to pee. The guest bathroom was just off the hall on my way back to the foyer, so I went in. I’d given little Debbie a Winnie the Pooh nightlight for her second birthday, and there it was, spreading a soft glow through the dark.


I didn’t touch the switch for the overhead lights.


Late at night, it’s always best to avoid turning on lights. At least if you’re in a room with windows. The sudden brightness, where a moment earlier the windows had been patches of empty black, announces you to the world, gives away your exact location.


The bathroom had a pair of high, frosted windows that were clearly visible from nearly anywhere outside the front of the house.


So I settled for the light from Pooh bear.


With the door open and the lights off, I placed the saber and my purse on the rug just in front of the toilet. Then I took off the robe, draped it over a towel bar, and sat down.


Too bad I’d already shut off the air conditioning. Not because I suddenly felt hot, but because I was so noisy. Without the air going, the only sound in the house seemed to be me.


Talk about giving away your location!


Leaning forward, elbows on my knees, I could see out the open bathroom door. I kept watching. I half expected someone to drift by in the hallway, or come in.


The thoughts gave me gooseflesh. Prickly bumps sprouted all over me, the way they do sometimes when I try to squash a really awful spider in the corner of a ceiling and it gets away and falls on my bare arm.


I felt crawly all up and down my body.


Nobody showed up in the doorway, though.


Finally, I got finished. I was reluctant to flush, but did it anyway. In the silence, the noise of the flush was like a sudden roar.


So loud that anything might’ve happened somewhere else in the house: phones might’ve rung; somebody could have shouted out my name; the stranger might’ve smashed the glass of a window or door.


At last, the noise subsided.
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