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Chapter One


Tuesday April 29, 1986


Verna Lavette clapped her hands.


‘My favorites!’ she squealed.


Almond marzipan, walnut whirls and those scrummy caramel creams . . .


‘Oh, thank you,’ she said, her chubby face wreathed in smiles.


‘No problem, sugar,’ the man said. ‘My pleasure – as always.’


Verna looked sheepish. ‘Can I have one now? Before . . .’


‘Sure. Have one, two or three. Makes no odds, but . . .’ He glanced at his wristwatch. ‘Best make it snappy. No time to lose.’


Sucking on a caramel cream, Verna looked at her benefactor. Well, she pondered, he ain’t really my benefactor. I give him plenty, in return for his dough – ooh, yes, and the candy. Don’t forget the candy.


She made a face.


Sure, she did her bit.


Got the scars to prove it, too.


Yessir. All things considered, the Candyman got pretty much what he wanted.


He must like what I do – and how I do it, she told herself. Keeps a-comin’ back for more.


Like now.


The room was dark, except for the Anglepoise spotlight by Verna’s bed. He was telling her to take off her slip, all slow and sexy, like Marilyn Monroe.


It always began like this.


Then, the action moved on to . . . other things . . .


Some guys had weird ideas, and her Mr Candyman was no exception. At times she wondered if it was worth her while. The things he made her do, an’ all.


Verna sighed. In her job – never mind the way she looked these days – she needed every goddamn cent she got. While she could still get it.


And, no question, the Candyman paid her good.


She watched him adjust the spotlight, so that it lit up her left side. Feeling around in his holdall, he brought out a Polaroid camera.


He put it to his eye, squinted into the viewfinder and ran off a couple of shots. Testing for light conditions. Verna knew the score inside out.


He waited a moment. The mechanism whirred and spewed out the prints.


He peeled off a picture and watched it color up.


Frowned, muttered ‘Shit!’ and tossed it on the bed.


The result was not to his liking.


The second one turned out okay.


Mr Candyman grinned approval. His teeth gleamed briefly in the lamplight.


That’s my baby.


Now. Down to business.


Sweat broke out. Speckling his upper lip.


Placing the Polaroid camera on Verna’s nightstand, he brought up a small silver one from out of his holdall.


Verna smiled. One a’ them classy Japanese jobs – nothin’ cheap about this guy.


Dollar signs danced before her eyes.


The Candyman was naked.


Verna stared at his erection. Tilting slightly, stiff and strong, poking out from all that dark curly hair.


I wish, she thought, hungrily, the familiar tingly rush teasing her center like crazy.


Do things right first time – and maybe, just maybe, Verna gets to taste some a’ that.


She sighed. The Candyman wasn’t into sex; he was only interested in his goddamn pictures. God knew she’d tried to play it for sex, but he just got angry. He’d slugged her in the kisser a coupla times.


If he weren’t so good-lookin’, he’d be just your average creep, she decided. But a mighty good-lookin’ creep, I’ll say that for him. The quiet type, too; don’t say much.


Bastard sure knows what he’s doin’ with a camera, though.


Verna shivered. A gal could go off the boil, time it takes . . . She studied the Candyman’s face. It was set. Engrossed. Maybe he’s one a’ them porno guys, she thought, making heaps a’ dough selling dirty pictures. She’d done a few porno flicks in her time, so she knew the score. Hell, there were plenty big bucks in that game.


On the other hand, maybe the shit jacks off on ’em, all on his lonesome in a dark little room someplace . . .


Who cares? I do the job ’n’ I gets my fee . . .


Tossing back her blonde hair, Verna swung into action.


Ready for my close-up now, Mr de Mille.


She posed. Puckered her lips. Lifted her shoulder, looked at the camera, and smiled coyly. She crossed an arm over her breasts and slipped off a shoulder strap.


Candyman focused the lens.


‘Let it fall, slowly. Hold your breasts, sugar. Play around with them . . . Like you’re making sweet love to yourself . . . That’s it. Now for the next shot . . .’


Verna had done it all before. Many times. She’d lie on the bed; spread out, like one a’ them sacrificial virgins you read about in history books.


Oh, yeah?


She almost laughed out loud.


One thing’s for sure. Verna ain’t no fuckin’ virgin!


Candyman took a few shots. Then he straightened up, and replaced his camera on the nightstand. He opened up his holdall. Put the Polaroid job inside it. His pants and T-shirt were already in there.


Neatly folded.


Out of the way.


He came up with a knife.


Verna shuddered. One false move with that baby, an’ I can kiss my candy goodbye.


He leaned over the bed, blocking the light from the lamp.


Her heart beat faster.


She looked at the blade. Felt a sharp, stinging thrill between her legs. Got her juices going, all right, but it sure was scary.


Too goddamn scary. Not really knowing what the fuck he was gonna do next . . .


With a forefinger, he traced a line from her throat, right down to her pubic bone. For a big man he had a soft touch. Light as a feather.


She wriggled, and shivered.


‘Ooh, that tickles . . .’


‘Ssshhh. Not a sound, sugar. Mr Candyman’s about to create a masterpiece here.’


Verna closed her eyes.


Let him have his kicks.


Any which way he wanted. After all, he was the guy with the dough . . .


‘Heyyyyyyy, whaddya . . .? Aaaahhhggg . . .’


Blood sprayed the Candyman’s face.


He grunted, opened his mouth and licked his lips.


The knife slicked down Verna’s torso, jerking a little, going past her breastbone. The Candyman slowed down, then dug in deep, opening her guts like she was a sheep in a slaughterhouse.


Verna’s red mouth sagged a little in surprise.


Her baby blues snapped open wide, then quickly glazed over.


Fascinated, the Candyman stared into them. He liked the way Verna fixed her eyes. All that black eyeliner. And those long black lashes. Way back, she’d told him that she’d been a singer at some club in downtown ’Frisco. Yeah, it figured. Gals in Verna’s line a’ business knew all about make-up.


He stood back, tilting his head.


An artist surveying his masterpiece.


He liked what he saw. Verna was a work of art.


Picasso’s ‘red period’.


He stared at his creation.


Opening her up had made her breasts flop over, each pointing outwards, either side of the bloody ravine down her middle. Her breasts were big and white and splashed with red.


How ’bout that?


Candyman’s ‘red period’.


His lips curved in a tight smile.


All that blood . . .


He dug the way it flowered beneath her, like some exotic jungle orchid.


A strand of black hair peeked out from beneath the blonde wig. He removed the wig. Watching the way her head wagged; all loose like a rag doll. Her lids drooped. She coulda still been alive. Asleep.


He tossed the wig to the floor.


Carefully, he stroked her long black hair, smoothing it into place over her shoulders.


He rearranged her arms, so that they stretched out from her body. Engrossed in his work, his mouth opened slightly.


Verna’s legs gaped apart; blood oozed from her orifice.


It was still pumping from her belly.


Should be slowing down about now . . .


Mmmm. She looked like a five-pointed star.


Interesting.


‘Doing the bitch a favor,’ he murmured, ‘rearranging her like this. Only way she’ll ever get t’be a “star”!’


Neat, huh?


Grinning, he stabbed the knife deep into Verna’s middle. Her body shook; her breasts wobbled precariously. Spats of blood sprayed up from her guts. Landed on his belly.


Glistening gobs of it clung to his pubic hair.


His head buzzed inside. Like it was full of swarming bees.


He got angry. Couldn’t stop stabbing . . .


‘You fuckin’ bastard, evil bitch! Rot in HELL!! You hear ME??’


Sweat beaded his brow, droplets stung his eyes. His breath came out in harsh, wheezy grunts.


Seconds later, he’d calmed down.


Wiping his hands on Verna’s bedsheet, he picked up his camera and clicked away.




Chapter Two


Wednesday June 25, 1986


The footsteps got closer.


He, it, was almost on her now.


Her legs pumped hard. Her lungs gagged for air.


The thing followed with superhuman speed.


Christ. I can’t go fast enough – or far enough!


Heaving, panting, she drew to a halt . . .


A bony hand clawed her shoulder.


Hooked her throat.


NO. My God. NO . . . PLEASE!!!


Deana jerked awake, heart pounding, nightgown twisted up above her waist, clinging like a live thing to her sweat-soaked skin.


Her breathing evened out a little.


Puffing out a gusty sigh, she relaxed.


It was only a dream.


Dream?


Try a fucking nightmare!


She sighed again – in relief this time. Turning her head on the sodden pillow, she saw familiar shapes in the weird half-light. She relaxed some more.


Then . . .


What was that?


Her heart began racing again.


She could hear something.


Footfalls.


Soft, scrunching sounds on the gravel outside.


Her eyes darted to the window. The filmy curtains stirred in the breeze . . . Moonlight filtered pale gray beams across her bed.


She scanned the window. Saw a tall, hunched shape move across it. Shaggy hair sticking out from beneath a long floppy hat.


This is for real.


I’m not dreaming now.


The shadow paused, stiffened and turned, looking over its shoulder like it was scared of being followed.


Then the big hook nose pointed forward again.


Like a giant bird of prey . . .


It carried a hatchet on its shoulder.


Oh my God!


Can this really be happening?


It’s my nightmare come true!


Deana clamped a hand over her mouth, stifling the scream rising in her throat. Her breath huffed out in ragged, hurting gasps.


‘Ah’m a-comin’ to getcha, baby . . .’


A harsh, breathy voice. She couldn’t believe it!


If this really IS a nightmare, I gotta wake up fast.


Sliding a hand under the bedsheet, she found her thigh. She pinched it, hard.


Ouch! Shit! Okay, so I’m not dreaming. I’m awake.


Jesus. If I am awake . . . who is that outside my window?


A burglar?


Carrying a hatchet?


Killers carry hatchets . . .


Mad ax murderers!


But why pick on me?


Who’d want to kill me?


Nobody I can think of would want me dead.


Except maybe that bitch Nancy Guildenschwarz – she hates me like hell after Allan ditched her and dated me instead . . . Even so, Deana reminded herself, Nancy’s short, plumpish – and she’s a girl.


Not a tall, thin man.


Unless Nancy’s people put out a contract on me.


There’s a thought.


Wouldn’t put anything past that bitch. Always boasting that her dad had connections . . .


Name like Guildenschwarz, he sure needed connections.


Like a mouse in a maze, Deana’s mind scurried through her past, searching for a tall scarecrow man who hated her enough to sneak around her house in the dead of night.


With a hatchet for company . . .


Nah. Nobody hates me that much. Do they?


Jeez, I hope not.


If she yelled for Mom, he might smash through the window and hack her to death before Mom could get to her.


Best stay quiet, Deana thought. Pretend I’m not here.


Deana shut her eyes tight, held her breath, slid down under the bedsheet, pulled it over her head and lay there, heart racing, till she almost suffocated.


Then, peeking from under the bedsheet, she scanned the window again.


Nobody there. Only the moon, casting ghostly rays onto her bed.


Perhaps the thing with the hatchet never happened?


Oh yeah?


Deana wiped her face with a corner of the sheet.


It was awfully hot.


Hot, shitty, oppressive and muggy.


Another summer night in Marin County.


’Cept it wasn’t just ‘another summer night’.


A mad axman’s out there, sneaking past my window.


Stalking me.


Looking for me. Wanting to hack me to death.


Deana listened, willing her heart to slow down.


A warm mistral rose up from nowhere, whispering into the night, tossing the leaves of the citrus tree outside her window. The rustling sounds should have been familiar and friendly.


Tonight, they didn’t seem that way.


In the past, she’d loved that big old tree.


At age ten, when she and Mom first came to live in this house, she’d imagined small furry creatures hiding away up there; birds nesting in its branches. Mornings, she’d lie in bed watching it. At night, she went to sleep listening to its quiet, scurrying sounds.


Now it shivered and rustled like something in a horror movie.


It was so scary.


Her gaze switched to where she’d last seen the intruder.


Hoping she wouldn’t see him again.


Trying to convince herself that the shadowy shape didn’t exist. Hadn’t really happened at all.


She waited . . .


But there was no Mr Hatchet Man. Just her tree. Its leaves stirring softly in the night breeze . . .


Making long black shadows on her ceiling.


Raising her head off the pillow, Deana squinted at the clock on the nightstand.


00:10.


Gone midnight.


A good time for nightmares.


And weird dreams.


She stretched; letting her tense, coiled-up limbs ease out, running her tongue over bone-dry lips.


Her eyes darted nervously to the window.


Just checking.


Fearful that the same spooky sequence would start over again.


Wide-eyed, waiting, she counted to thirty . . . forty . . . fifty . . . sixty.


No sign of the Hatchet Man.


Swinging out of bed, she peeled off her nightgown. It was soaked with sweat. She spread it over the bedrail, grabbed her robe and shrugged into it.


It felt soft and comforting to her damp, chilled skin.


She tied the sash tight.


Wouldn’t do for Mr Hatchet Man to catch her naked.


Mr who?


That was a nightmare, dummy, and don’t you forget it.


Still her breath came hard and fast.


Calm down, she told herself.


You’re safe.


The doors are locked.


Mom’s in the next room . . .


Everthing’s okay. Honest.


In the busy flickering shadows, familiar things greeted her like old friends.


She made for the kitchen.


Opening the fridge door, she reached inside and took out a jug of lemonade.


It felt good and cold.


Mom had made it only yesterday. From fresh lemons. It was her own special brew and Deana knew it’d taste bittersweet, tart, with just a dash of honey.


The way I like it.


The glass jug clouded up on its outer surface. It felt deliciously cold in her hands. Licking her lips, she watched the pale liquid swish around inside it – almost tasting that first almighty swig as it hit her throat.


First, she set the jug on the table and went over to the sink. Turning on the cold faucet, she cupped her hands and splashed water over her face.


Then grabbed a hand towel, patted herself dry.


Feeling better, safer, all the time.


It was only a nightmare, she told herself again.


Deana downed two glassfuls of juice, knowing that she’d probably spend the rest of the night going to and from the bathroom.


Who cares? I’m awake, I’m alive and I’m all in one piece!


Back in her bedroom, she caught that same weird figure slink past the window.


Again?


NO!


Frowning, she stared hard. But saw nothing.


Just the curtain, stirring softly.


And her tree, murmuring in the breeze.


Wonderful. I’m going crazy. My mind’s playing tricks . . .


She set her refilled glass on the nightstand, took off her robe and climbed into bed.


She yawned, glad that the nightmare was over.


She felt safe again.


And sleepy.


Her lips curved in a smile.


As her lids closed, she thought about the party tomorrow night . . .


Tomorrow night?


Tonight, she reminded herself.


Deana yawned again, going through the scenario of telling Mom how she and Allan would be going to the movies after dinner. Mom’d be furious, but she’d soon simmer down. Hey. Mom knew how it was; she’d been there herself, hadn’t she?


Once upon a time.


So she keeps reminding me.


Deana smiled sleepily. It felt good, touching her naked body beneath the sheet, the soft breeze wafting through the window.


Thinking about the dinner party – and afterwards, when she and Allan would slip off together.


‘Mmm . . .’ she whispered. ‘Tonight, we’re gonna have the time of our lives!’




Chapter Three


‘If I were the suspicious type,’ Deana said, ‘I might think that car is following us.’


‘But you’re not,’ Allan said.


‘A little bit, maybe.’ She looked over her shoulder. The other car was still beyond the last curve, its headlight beams dim and barely visible through the narrow rear window of Allan’s Mustang. Seconds later, the headlights appeared. One was out of alignment, throwing its beam crooked and high. Deana didn’t like the cross-eyed look. It made the car behind them seem a bit demented.


‘How about turning around?’ Allan suggested. ‘You’re making me nervous.’


‘It’s making me nervous.’


‘Probably just some guy on his way to Stinson Beach. Once you’re on this road, you’re on it for keeps.’


Deana faced the front. Her hands were sweaty. She wiped them on her kilt. ‘Maybe you should slow down and let him pass.’


‘You’ve seen too many Friday the 13th movies.’


‘You dragged me to some of them.’


‘I love the way you squeal and cover your eyes . . . and peek through your fingers.’


‘Maybe we should have gone to a movie,’ Deana said.


‘Losing your nerve?’


‘It’s awfully dark out here.’


‘It’s supposed to be.’


‘How soon’s the turnoff?’ Deana asked.


‘It’s coming up.’


‘Well, if he makes the turn, too, I say we forget it.’


Allan turned his head toward her. She couldn’t see his expression in the darkness, but he obviously wasn’t thrilled by the idea of forgetting it. She couldn’t blame him. He had suffered through the dinner with Deana’s mother and grandparents, which must’ve been quite a drag for him, probably able to keep his spirits up only by reminding himself of what was planned for afterward.


‘One more thing,’ she had told him on the telephone before the party.


He had responded with an ‘Uh-oh.’


‘This isn’t an “uh-oh”, pal, this is an “ah-ha”. Once dinner’s over, you and I will be free to amscray. I was thinking of somewhere very dark and very secluded, perhaps in the vicinity of Mount Tamalpais. You might want to bring a blanket.’


Maybe dinner hadn’t been such a drag for Allan, after all, Deana thought. If the nervous, excited looks he’d given her were any indication, he’d been too busy imagining sex in the woods to be bored with the family gathering. She’d had a difficult time herself keeping her mind on the festivities. By the time they were clearing away the dishes, she’d been such a wreck that Mom had asked whether she was upset about something.


Well, see Mom, it’s like this. Allan and I aren’t actually going to a double feature. We thought we’d find a place over by Mount Tam where we’ll have a little privacy; we’ve only done this kind of thing once before, and we were both a little loaded then, so this will almost be like the first time and I’m a little tense.


Just a little tense, that’s all.


The clicking sound of Allan’s turn signal brought her back to the present. She realized that she was gripping her thighs and trembling. Calm down, she told herself. This is nothing to be scared about.


‘It went right on by,’ Allan said after making the turn. For a moment, Deana didn’t know what he was talking about. Then she remembered – the car that had been behind them.


‘Well,’ she said in a shaky voice, ‘I guess we’re in luck.’


Allan downshifted, the car growling like a determined animal as it started to climb the steep road, headlight beams pushing into the darkness. Deana felt herself sink deeper into the bucket seat.


‘Wouldn’t a breakdown be fun about now?’ Allan asked.


‘A laugh riot.’


Maybe this area is a little too secluded, she thought. And too dark – and scary. She found herself thinking about last night. Nightmare on Del Mar, starring, ta dah . . . Mr Hatchet Man. Uhhh . . .


She turned her eyes to the safe, familiar green glow of the dashboard instruments.


‘We should’ve gone to a Holiday Inn,’ she muttered.


‘I thought you were against motels.’


‘Yeah, well, I might be changing my mind.’


‘Man, I wish you’d changed your mind half an hour ago. Want me to turn around?’


‘No, that’s okay. We’re already here.’


‘I don’t mind. A bed. A shower. Heyyy.’


‘Maybe some other time.’


‘Is that a promise?’


‘It’s a thought. We’ll think about it, okay? It still seems kind of . . . I don’t know . . . tawdry.’


‘Tawdry?’


‘Look it up.’


‘You’re definitely weird, you know that? It’s all right to fool around in a car or in the woods someplace, but you do the same thing in a motel room and it’s tawdry. Does that make sense?’


‘It must,’ Deana said, ‘or why would I feel that way?’


‘Because you’re nuts?’ Allan suggested.


At the top of a rise, the road leveled out. Ahead was a wide, moonlit clearing – the parking area for the outdoor theater. When they’d been here last month for a production of Othello, the lot had been packed with cars.


Now it was deserted.


‘Looks like we’ve got the place to ourselves,’ Allan said.


‘I figured we might.’


Allan drove to the far end of the lot. He stopped at its edge near the start of the footpath leading through the trees to the theater. He turned off the engine. ‘Well, here we are,’ he said, sounding a little nervous himself. He killed the headlights. Darkness closed over the car. He took the key from the ignition, pushed the key case into a front pocket of his corduroy pants, and rubbed his hands on his legs. Twisting around, he reached between the seat backs and brought the blanket through the gap.


Outside, the night breeze chilled Deana’s legs and seeped like cool water through her sweater. Shivering, she gritted her teeth. She wrapped her arms across her chest. Allan joined her in front of the car. ‘Cold?’ he asked.


‘A little.’


He fluttered open the blanket and draped it over her shoulders like a cape.


‘There’s room for two,’ she said, holding out one side.


He huddled in close against her, drawing the blanket across his back and slipping an arm around her. They walked slowly toward the path. The blanket felt warm and good. So did his hand stroking her side. They were just a few steps along the path before his hand found its way beneath her sweater. She moaned as it moved over her bare skin. It roamed higher.


‘Hmmm?’ A surprised, questioning sound.


‘Fooled you,’ she said.


‘You were wearing one at dinner.’


‘My last stop in the john before we left. It went in the hamper.’


With a sigh, he reached and caressed her breast.


‘God,’ he whispered. He drew her around to face him. She lost her end of the blanket, but let it fall as Allan hugged her tightly, both hands now under her sweater and rubbing her back, his mouth open and urgent against hers. Breathless, Deana tugged out his shirt-tails. She sucked his tongue. She stroked his bare back. His hardness was a stiff bulge against her belly, the feel of it stirring a warm, moist tremor deep inside her.


Allan eased Deana away and lifted her sweater. Her skin, bare to the night breeze, crawled with goose bumps. Her nipples, already erect, grew so hard that they ached and then his hands were on them. Warm. Enclosing her breasts. Squeezing. The heat in her breasts was almost like pain and she threw back her head, squirming.


His hands loosened as if he feared he might be hurting her.


‘Toss anything else in the hamper?’ he asked in a husky voice.


‘Could be.’


He reached for Deana’s hips but she danced backward, out of range. She pulled her sweater down. ‘Not here,’ she said.


‘Where?’


She shrugged. ‘We’re too close to the parking lot.’ She waved a hand in that direction. She could see moonlight reflecting on the windshield of Allan’s Mustang. ‘Let’s go in farther.’


‘Over by the theater?’


‘Yeah.’


‘How about on the stage?’


She flung out her arms. ‘All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely––’


‘Props,’ Allan put in.


‘The bard you’re not.’


‘Can you see it? There we are, right in the middle of the theater, surrounded on every side . . .’


‘You’re being redundant.’


‘Surrounded by all those high rows of seats, empty seats, while we . . .’


‘Make the beast with two backs.’


‘Screw our heads off,’ he said, curling a hand over the back of Deana’s neck.


‘Yeah,’ she sighed.


‘And as we lie there,’ he whispered, ‘our naked bodies sweaty and tangled . . .’


‘Gleaming in the moonlight . . .’


‘. . . From off in the distance, high up in the seats, comes . . .’ He took his hand off Deana’s neck, and slowly clapped.


She stared through the darkness at him. He kept on clapping. ‘Christ,’ she muttered.


He clapped again and again.


‘Cut it out, you’re scaring me.’


He stopped. He laughed softly.


‘Let’s go back to the car,’ Deana said.


‘You’re kidding.’


‘No, I’m not.’


‘Deana, it was a joke.’


She turned away. He caught her from behind and wrapped his arms around her belly. She settled back against his warmth.


‘I want to get out of here, Allan. It was a rotten idea in the first place.’


‘Man, that’s the last time I’ll tell you a story.’


‘Yeah, well, somebody could be around here. How do we know?’


‘We don’t.’ His hands moved up to her breasts.


She stroked the backs of his hands as they caressed her through the sweater. ‘We’ll go someplace else, okay?’


‘Like where?’


‘Someplace that isn’t . . .’ Allan gently pinched her nipples and she caught a ragged breath. ‘Isn’t so dark,’ she said in a shaky voice. ‘A street near home.’


‘In the back seat?’ She nodded.


‘Wouldn’t it be better . . .’ His voice stopped. His fingers spread out, hands still holding her breasts but motionless.


‘Allan?’


‘Shhh.’


‘What?’


Then Deana heard it, too. ‘It’s just the wind,’ she whispered.


‘It’s a car.’


Deana’s insides went soft and loose. She tightened herself.


If it was a car, where were its headlights? Allan took a hand off her breast. The warmth went away. He pointed. At first, Deana saw only strips of moonlit parking lot in the spaces between the trees. Then a dark shape crossed one of the strips. More like a chunk of shadow than a car.


‘It’s probably someone like us,’ Allan whispered.


‘What do you mean?’


‘A couple. You know. Looking for a good place to mess around.’


‘God, I hope so.’


‘Let’s get back to the car.’ He picked up the blanket. Deana stayed close to his side as he walked along the path. She still heard the car, but she couldn’t see it. Just before the end of the path, Allan crossed to a tree. She followed. Ducking behind its trunk, they looked out at the parking area.


The Mustang was only a few yards away. The other car was directly behind it, motionless near the middle of the lot. Its headlights were off. Its engine idled. The glare of the moonlight on the windshield prevented Deana from seeing inside.


‘What do you think?’ she whispered.


‘I don’t like the way it’s just sitting here.’


‘Do you think he can see us?’


‘I doubt it.’


For a while, they watched the car in silence.


‘This is crazy,’ Deana finally said. ‘Why doesn’t he go away?’


‘Maybe it is somebody making out.’


‘With the engine going?’


‘It’s like he’s waiting,’ Allan said.


‘Yeah. For us.’


‘Don’t worry. Nothing can happen as long as he stays in the car and we stay here.’


‘What if he gets out?’


‘Comes looking for us?’


‘Yeah.’


‘It’d be easy to hide from him. He wouldn’t know where to start looking. Maybe we could even double back to my car.’


‘Maybe we should just go to your car. Right now.’


‘You think so?’ Allan asked.


Her heart pounded so hard that it made her chest ache.


‘At least we’d get it over with. We can’t wait around all night. And we don’t really know what he’s doing in there.’


‘Maybe just enjoying the scenery,’ Allan suggested in a nervous whisper. ‘You want to give it a try?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘It was your idea.’


‘Yeah, well, I’m not so sure about it.’


‘It’s either that, or we try to wait him out.’ Allan looked over his shoulder at Deana. ‘Maybe we should go ahead with our original plan.’


‘I’m glad you haven’t lost your sense of humor.’


‘He might be gone by the time we get back.’


‘And if he isn’t and he nails us,’ Deana said, ‘at least we’ll have shared a few moments of bliss.’


‘Bliss?’


‘Shit,’ she muttered.


‘Ditto.’


‘We’re going to feel like a couple of prize idiots after we stroll out to the car and drive off and he’s still sitting there.’


‘Does that mean you want to do it?’ Allan asked.


‘No, I don’t want to do it, goddamn it, I’m scared shitless, but what sort of choice do we have?’


‘We’d only be out in the open for a few seconds.’


‘Yeah. What’s he going to do, spray us with lead?’


Allan pushed himself away from the tree trunk and stood up straight. He took a deep, loud breath and blew it out. He had the wadded blanket under his left arm. He dug his right hand into the pocket of his cords, took out his keys, and picked through them until he found the car key.


‘Did you lock your side?’ he whispered.


‘Yeah. I always do.’


‘Okay, you take the keys. Once you’re in, reach across and unlock my door.’


‘Don’t give me this “ladies first” stuff. You’re quicker than me.’


‘Deana.’ He sounded ready to argue, but paused. He was silent for a few seconds. ‘I know what we’ll do,’ he said. ‘You wait here. I’ll go out to the car and bring it right up to here. Sideways, so it’ll shield you. Then you just jump in, and off we go.’


‘Don’t be a . . .’ She shook her head. That’s right, she thought, snap at him for offering to take all the risk. Leaning closer, she kissed him softly on the mouth. ‘You’re all right,’ she whispered.


‘You, too.’


She stroked his cheek. She almost said that she loved him, but decided it would sound too sappy and melodramatic. This is it. End of the road. I love you. Violins. Hand in hand, the lovers stride toward their rendezvous with death.


An hour from now we’ll be laughing about this.


Sure. Maybe in a week.


‘We go out together,’ she said.


‘I really think . . .’


‘You and me, pardner. Butch and Sundance.’


‘Please. Not Butch and Sundance.’


‘Let’s get it over with.’ She took the blanket from him. He didn’t put up a fuss, apparently realizing that they would have to rely on his speed if something went wrong. She held his hand. It felt wet and cold.


They stepped out from behind the tree and walked through the high grass straight toward the front of his Mustang.


The headlights of the other car came on. Deana’s stomach gave a cold lurch. One of the beams was high. It crossed the other. She moaned.


‘Just act normal,’ Allan said.


A foot in front of the bumper, they let go each other’s hand and split up, Deana walking to the passenger door while Allan stepped to the driver’s door. She gripped the handle, thumb on the latch button, ready. Forcing her gaze away from the other car, she looked across the Mustang’s low roof and watched Allan bend over. She heard the rasp of his key entering the lock, the quiet thump of the button popping up. Allan swung his door open.


The other car sprang forward, roaring. Allan’s head snapped toward it. He was bright in the glare of its headlights, hunched over, mouth wide.


‘Get in!’ Deana yelled. Dropping the blanket, she ducked and peered through the door window. The ceiling light was on. Allan dived at the driver’s seat. The other car hit his legs, yanked him out. Deana lurched back, numb, as the speeding car ripped off the driver’s door.


It was slow motion.


It was impossible.


It was the door flipping upward, twisting, skidding across the hood of the Mustang with a trail of sparks and the car rushing past with Allan in front, hooked over the bumper, out of sight from his waist down, the rest of him draped across the side of the car, arms flapping loosely above his head.


Brakes screaming, the car had too much speed to stop before the edge of the lot. It bumped over the grass and smashed into a tree. The tree caught Allan in the rump. He was thrown backward from the waist, hair flying, arms flinging out.


The back-up lights came on. The car shot backward. Allan rolled loose, hung in the air for a moment in front of the one working headlight, then dropped and tumbled.


Deana was numb, frozen. But there was a lucid corner of her mind that somehow took control. She peered through the window of the passenger door as the other car raced backward. Allan’s keys lay on the seat where they must’ve fallen when he was hit. Though she knew that her door was locked, she thumbed the latch button anyway and jerked. The door stayed shut. The other car had stopped slightly ahead of the Mustang. Its door opened.


Deana ran.


She ran for the woods, not looking back.




Chapter Four


Dad sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee and puffing on a cigar, while Mom helped Leigh with the dinner dishes. Most of the dishes, after being rinsed, went into the dishwasher. The crystal glasses, however, Leigh didn’t trust to the machine. Those were done by hand, Mom washing them while Leigh dried.


It didn’t take long because there were no cooking utensils to contend with; the food had been prepared by the chef at the Bayview, delivered and served by two of Leigh’s best waiters, who had since returned to the restaurant.


When the last crystal wine goblet was dry, Leigh suggested after-dinner drinks. Dad, stubbing out his cigar, asked for Scotch and water. Mom wanted Baileys. Leigh stayed in the kitchen to prepare the drinks while her parents headed for the living room.


The evening had gone quite well, she thought. Dad and Mom both seemed to be in excellent spirits, as if oblivious of the rather scary fact that Dad was now only a year short of sixty.


Hell, they’re young. Damn young to have a thirty-six-year-old daughter and a granddaughter who will be starting college in the fall. They’re both in good health. They’ve got plenty to be happy about.


Me, too.


Leigh took her time pouring the drinks.


I’ve got two great parents, a beautiful, intelligent daughter, a thriving restaurant considered the finest place to dine in Tiburon. Not to mention the house. Fabulous house.


So what’s this jittery feeling in my stomach like something’s wrong? Nothing is wrong. Probably just that Deana’s out. It’s impossible to relax completely when she’s gone at night. So much could happen. A breakdown . . .


Allan seems reliable, though. He’ll take care of her.


That amused Leigh.


Other way around: Deana would be the one to take charge if a problem came up. Nothing will come up. She’ll waltz through the door around one o’clock – after the movies are over.


If they went to the movies at all.


Leigh set the glasses on a silver serving tray. She knew she was a bit tipsy, so she concentrated on holding the tray steady as she carried it past the dining area and down the single step to the living room. Mom was in the stuffed chair, Dad standing by the glass wall staring out at the view. He turned around as Leigh set the tray on a low table in front of the sofa.


‘I can’t get over your view,’ he said.


‘Me neither.’ Leigh had lived in this house for eight years, and still found herself staring out at the vista daily.


‘That was a lovely dinner,’ Mom said.


Leigh handed her a snifter of Irish Cream. ‘Beef Willington is Nelson’s specialty.’


‘It’s such a shame that Deana had to leave early.’


Leigh smiled, and fought an urge to roll her eyes upward. Mom had to start on that. Well, she could be counted upon to start on something, especially after a few drinks. ‘Mom, she and Allan cancelled a dinner reservation so she could be here.’


‘Why would she have a dinner reservation for tonight? Didn’t you tell her . . .?’


‘We originally asked you over for last night, remember? But you and Dad had the club banquet.’


‘It still wouldn’t have killed her to stay.’


‘She has a life of her own,’ Dad said. He took his Scotch and water from the tray, and sat on the sofa. Leigh lifted her glass of Chablis off the tray. Holding it carefully, she lowered herself onto the sofa beside Dad. ‘I’m sure she has better things to do,’ he continued, ‘than spend Friday night with a bunch of old fogeys.’


‘We’re hardly old fogeys,’ Mom pointed out. ‘It wouldn’t have killed her to spend one evening with her family.’


‘She sees you all the time,’ Leigh said. ‘It’s not as if you live in Timbuctoo.’


‘Wherever the hell that is,’ Dad said. Smiling, he took a drink.


‘What do you know about this Allan?’ Mom asked.


‘She’s been going with him for a couple of months. She met him in drama class.’


‘He’s an actor?’


‘I think he intends to be an attorney.’


‘Great,’ Dad said. ‘We could use a lawyer in the family. You know what they say – every family needs a lawyer, a doctor, and a plumber.’ He grinned. ‘And a restaurateur, of course.’


‘He’s hardly part of the family.’


‘I don’t know, Helen, they looked pretty serious to me.’


‘Don’t be silly.’


‘And it is probably no coincidence,’ he added, ‘that they both plan to attend Berkeley in the fall.’


‘Berkeley,’ Mom muttered. She rolled her eyes upward. ‘Don’t talk to me about Berkeley.’


‘I don’t think it’s the same as when I was there,’ Leigh told her.


‘Well, thank God for that.’


Dad settled back against the cushion and crossed his legs. He looked at Leigh. ‘You turned out pretty well for a radical hippie chick.’


‘Let’s drop this subject,’ Mom said. ‘Uhhh. The absolute hell you put us through. Do you have any idea of the hell you put us through?’


Leigh sighed. She didn’t need this. ‘It was a long time ago,’ she said.


‘Your senior year in high school. That’s when it all started. You were just Deana’s age. She’s such a fine young lady. You don’t know how lucky you are.’


‘We’re all pretty lucky,’ Dad said. He patted Leigh’s knee, and gave her one of those looks that said, ‘Sorry about this. You know how Mom gets.’


‘How do you think you’d feel if Deana came home one fine day, dressed up like one of those “punks” you see on the street corners in the city? How would that make you feel if her lovely hair was all chopped off and spiky like a bed of nails, and green? Or orange! Or maybe she comes home with a Mohawk, looking like Mr T!’


Leigh couldn’t hold back her smile.


‘You’d be smiling out of the other side of your face, young lady. Suppose she had a safety pin in her cheek?’


‘I never did any of that,’ Leigh told her.


‘Only because it didn’t happen to be “in” at the time.’


‘What movies did they go to?’ Dad asked.


‘I’m not sure. A double feature in San Anselmo, I think.’


‘We went to see––’


‘You should’ve seen yourself,’ Mom interrupted. ‘You looked like one of those Manson girls.’


‘Mom.’


‘Helen.’


‘God only knows what might’ve become of you if we hadn’t shipped you off to Uncle Mike’s.’ A pause. ‘And then look what happened.’


Leigh felt as if an icicle had been thrust into her belly.


‘Damn it, Helen!’ Dad snapped.


‘Well, it’s the truth. You know it’s the truth.’ Her eyes watered up. Her lower lip began to tremble. ‘Don’t raise your voice at me,’ she said with a tremor.


‘You push it and push it. We’re supposed to be here for a good time. The last thing Leigh needs is to have that summer thrown into her face.’


Mom took a drink of Baileys. She stared into the snifter, weeping quietly. ‘I was . . . just trying to make a point.’


Leigh got up from the sofa. Crouching next to her mother, she said, ‘Hey, it’s all right.’ She had a lump in her throat, tears in her own eyes. She stroked her mother’s hair. ‘That was so long ago. Everything’s fine now, isn’t it?’


‘You put us through such hell.’


‘I was pretty much of a creep there for a while. But now is what counts. The present. I’m not so bad now, am I?’


‘Oh, honey,’ Mom sobbed. ‘I love you.’ She pulled Leigh’s head down and kissed her. Leigh stayed at her side while she took out a Kleenex and wiped her eyes and nose. Her mascara was smeared, making her look a little weird, somehow reminding Leigh of Bette Davis in Hush Hush, Sweet Charlotte though Mom didn’t look nearly as old or weird as Charlotte. ‘The Beef Willington was absolutely delicious,’ she finally said, signaling her recovery.


‘It’s Nelson’s specialty,’ Leigh said. Hadn’t they been through this before? She didn’t mind. ‘You two really should come to the Bayview more often,’ she said, returning to the sofa and picking up her wine.


‘We don’t like to take advantage,’ Dad said, looking vastly relieved. His eyes were red. He, too, must’ve been weeping.


‘You’re not taking enough advantage,’ Leigh told him.


‘You’d see us there more often if you’d let us pay for our meals occasionally.’


‘If that’s what it takes,’ she said.


Some of the tension remained, and Leigh’s parents soon got up to leave.


‘I wish we could stick around till Deana gets back,’ Dad said, ‘but that might be a while and I’ve got eighteen holes waiting for me in the morning.’


They walked toward the door.


‘Why don’t you and Deana come over next week?’ Mom suggested. ‘We’ll barbecue and the pool’s nice and warm with all this hot weather we’ve been having.’


‘That sounds nice.’


‘And tell Deana to bring her friend.’


‘All right.’


‘We really didn’t get much of a chance to visit with her tonight.’


‘I know. I’m sorry about that.’


‘You should bring a friend, too.’


Let’s not start on that, Leigh thought. The one touchy subject that had fortunately been avoided until now.


‘Really, darling, you’re thirty-six and––’


‘We’d better be on our way,’ Dad interrupted. He hugged Leigh and kissed her cheek. ‘I had a wonderful time, sweety. Thanks so much for the dinner and presents. And give our love to Deana.’


‘I will. Happy birthday, Dad.’


He patted her rump and turned away to open the door.


‘Next Saturday, all right?’ Mom asked.


‘You’re on.’


They hugged and kissed.


Leigh followed them out to the driveway, waited there while they climbed into the Mercedes, and waved as Dad backed the car up the steep driveway.


Inside, she shut the door, leaned back against it, and sighed.


Over.


At least Deana hadn’t been around to witness Mom’s tantrum.


She gathered up the glasses, took them into the kitchen, and rinsed out the milky residue of Mom’s Irish Cream. She would wash them properly in the morning.


She had the house to herself. It felt good. If only she could get rid of that nervous feeling about Deana. From several years of experience, however, she knew that wouldn’t go away until Deana returned.


She looked at the clock. Not even ten-thirty. The first movie was probably just ending. Deana probably wouldn’t be home till one. A long wait.


So make the most of it.


Out on the deck, shivering as the breeze found its way through her gown, Leigh twisted a knob to heat the water in her redwood hot tub. She hurried back inside and walked down the long hallway to her bedroom at the far end of the house. There she slipped out of her clothes and put on a soft, bulky bathrobe.


There was a greasy stain on the breast of her gown from a glob of hollandaise that had dripped off an asparagus spear. She took the garment into the bathroom and scrubbed at the spot with hot water. She threw the gown over a bedroom chair. It would have to go to the cleaners. She tossed her undergarments into the hamper. She lined up her shoes on the closet floor. No hurry. She wanted the water in the redwood tub to be good and hot before she ventured out again.


Dropping onto her bed, she checked T.V. Guide. One of the local channels would be showing a repeat of an old Saturday Night Live show at eleven. She remembered watching one of the current SNLs with Deana a couple of weeks ago. Deana had found humor in strange places.


Generation gap.


She thought about her mother.


Mom’s right. I’m damn lucky Deana hasn’t gone freaky the way I went when I was her age.


Pretty harmless stuff, though.


Except for that sit-in. That’s what got to them, the idea that their wonderful daughter almost got herself thrown in the slammer. That’s what did it. That’s why they sent you to Uncle Mike’s . . .


Her stomach knotted cold.


Quickly, she rolled off the bed and took a towel from the closet. She hurried down the hall.


Don’t think about it.


Do not.


I’ll watch the TV when I come in. Or read a book. Anything that takes my mind off what Deana is up to right now.


Leigh left the foyer light on, then made a circuit of the kitchen, dining area and living room, turning off all the lights. Stepping outside, she slid the glass door shut behind her. She flicked a switch to start the bubbles, climbed the three stairs beside her tub, and dropped her towel onto the platform. She took off her robe. Gritted her teeth at the chill of the breeze.


Quickly, she stepped over the side of the tub. The warm water came up her leg to the knee. Not bad, but it would get better as the heat increased. She lifted her other foot over the edge, stood on the submerged seat, then stepped off and crouched, covering herself to the shoulders, sighing with relief as the water eased the chill. For a while, she didn’t move. The water swirled, its warm currents caressing her like gentle, exploring hands.


Then she glided forward, stretching her hands to the front rim and peering over the top, higher than the deck railing so she had an unobstructed view.


Below, most of the houses at the foot of the hill were lit. A lone car circled the cul-de-sac and pulled into the Stevensons’ driveway. Off to the left, a car crept up Avenida Mira Flores, turned toward her, and dipped down the slope. Much too early to be Allan’s car. Over the tops of the hills, Leigh could see a piece of Belvedere Island rising out of the bay, dark except for a few specks of light from street lamps, house windows, and cars.


Beyond Belvedere, far off in the distance, the northern end of the Golden Gate Bridge was visible – red lights on top of its tower, cables sloping down. The bridge was often shrouded in fog, but not tonight. Nor was there fog sneaking over the tops of the hills beyond Sausalito. Too bad. The fog was always so lovely in the moonlight, glowing like a thick mat of snow and always moving, always changing. She watched the headlights of cars on Waldo Grade, then lowered her gaze to the lights of Sausalito.


Leigh rarely went to Sausalito anymore. It was no longer a town, it was a traffic jam. She shook her head, remembering how she used to love that place. Back in her high-school days. A century ago. God, the hours she used to spend there, wandering around. It had street people then, not just tourists. It had the Charles Van Damm: the ancient, beached stern-wheeler had been a coffee house in those days, and she used to sit in the smoky darkness far into the night, listening to the singers. The guy with the twelve-string who did ‘The Wheel of Necessity’. Leigh sighed. She hadn’t heard that song in about twenty years.


Staring out at the swath of Sausalito lights, she could hear it in her head – the pounding thrum of guitar chords, the raspy, plaintive voice of the singer. What had become of him? What was his name – Ron? He was the best. ‘The Wheel of Necessity.’ She’d forgotten all about that song. It must have been Mom’s talk about the early days that had helped stir her memory.


Ah, the water felt good. Releasing the tub’s edge, Leigh eased backward to the far side. The bench rubbed her rump. She sat low, stretched out her legs and let the roiling water lift them. She held on to the edge of the seat to keep herself from drifting up. The water was very hot now, wisps of steam rising off its surface.


She closed her eyes.


‘The House of the Rising Sun’, that was another one the guy used to sing. Sometimes, she hadn’t been able to force herself to leave. On a couple of occasions, she didn’t get home until almost two o’clock. No wonder she drove her parents crazy. If Deana ever stayed out that late . . .


She wondered what Deana and Allan were up to. If they had really stayed for both shows, they would have to drive straight back here to arrive by one o’clock. Deana had said she would be back by one, and she was reliable that way.


What they probably did, they split before the second feature so that they’d have some time to make out. Deana was usually straight with Leigh; on matters like this, however, she might bend the truth a bit. Only natural, Leigh thought. The girl wouldn’t want to announce that she was fooling around.


Just be careful, honey.


Yeah, like I was.


Pregnant at eighteen. Not exactly a picnic. It worked out, though. It worked out fine.


Charlie.


No.


Her eyes sprang open. Her heart raced. She took deep breaths.


No. That’s one little trip down memory lane you don’t want to take.


You filthy whore! shrieked in her face.


Leigh groaned. She stood up fast.


I’m not going to remember, she told herself.


Her warm wet skin, hit by the breeze, turned achingly cold from shoulders to waist. She started to shake. Gritted her teeth. Crossed her arms over her breasts. Drops of water rolled down her back and sides.


The shock treatment did its trick, forcing her mind into the present.


The memories of that time didn’t come often, but when they did they could tear her apart if she let them. Fortunately, there were the tricks. She had taught herself plenty of ways to stop the assault before it went too far. This was a new one, and hurt less than punching the nearest wall or digging her fingernails into her leg.


If she relaxed into the warmth again, however, the memories would start once more. Once that terrible door in her mind was open, it stayed that way for a while. The thoughts had to keep busy with other matters.


She started to sing ‘Waltzing Matilda’. She sang it quietly in a shaky voice as she climbed from the tub, toweled herself dry, and put on her robe. She kept on singing it while she turned off the bubbles and heater.


In the kitchen, she looked at the clock.


11:15.


She wished Deana were here.


Probably parked somewhere – maybe nearby. If they’d left the movies early, though, they’d be careful not to return too soon and blow their cover.


Leigh smiled.


The kid was no dummy.


Hope she’s smart enough to use something. If she had taken care of that little matter, though, she had kept it to herself.


Don’t depend on the guy, for God’s sake.


Maybe I should have another talk with her.


Hell, if she hasn’t gotten the message by now, it’s probably too late.


In her bedroom, Leigh took off her robe. She put on a light silken nightgown.


From the way that Deana and Allan acted around each other, Leigh was pretty sure they had already made love. The idea of that, shocking at first, no longer bothered her. Hell, the girl was eighteen. What kind of girl hasn’t done it by eighteen? And Allan seemed like a good kid.


Just don’t knock her up, that’s all I ask.


Save the bambinos for after college.


In the den, she inserted a tape of The Way We Were into her VCR. Before turning it on, she got herself a glass of wine from the kitchen. Then she switched on the television and sat on the sofa.


When her glass was empty, Leigh stretched out. A pillow propping up her head, she watched the movie. She had seen it many times. The hot tub, followed by the wine, had left her feeling languorous. After a while, she let her eyelids drift shut.


The jangle of the telephone startled her awake. Thrusting herself up, she grabbed the phone off the lamp table. ‘Hello?’


Deana.


It wasn’t Deana.


‘Leigh. It’s Dad. ’Fraid we’ll have to call off that date next Saturday, hon. Had a message to say your Aunt Abby had a heart attack. She’s in intensive care. So Mom and I are catching a flight to Boulder just as soon as we can.’


‘Oh, Dad . . .’


‘It’s okay, Leigh. Don’t you worry none about your Aunt Abby. She’s in safe hands and we’ll be looking after her when she comes out of hospital. Sorry to spring this on you, honey – after such a wonderful evening an’ all. We both enjoyed it so much. Now this. Matter of fact, your Mom’s packing as we speak, so . . .’


‘Sure, Dad. Have a safe flight. And tell Aunt Abby she has our love.’


‘Speaking of which – young Deana, has she . . .?’


‘Deana’s okay, Dad. Tucked up in bed right now . . .’


A white lie; reasonable at a time like this. Can’t have Mom and Dad worried about Deana. ’Sides, she’s gonna show up any minute, now . . .


‘She shouldn’t worry you like this, Leigh. Get to grips with the situation before––’


‘Before she ends up like I did at her age?’


‘You know what I mean, young lady. Now, sounds like my presence is required elsewhere . . .’


‘Okay, Dad. Safe journey. Love to Mom.’


‘Sure. Catch up with you later, honey.’


Leigh’s stomach began to churn. Something was not quite right about tonight; she was sure of it. And it wasn’t only the news about Aunt Abby, either. Put it down to Deana, she told herself.


For God’s sake, Deana. Where are you?


The phone jangled again. Leigh caught a ragged breath.


Deana. Something’s wrong . . .


She snatched up the phone again.


A man’s voice said, ‘I’d like to speak to Leigh West.’


‘This is Leigh West.’ Her heart pumped hard. She felt dizzy.


‘This is Detective Harrison of the Mill Valley Police Department. I’m calling about your daughter . . .’




Chapter Five


Glancing over her shoulder as she made her break for the woods, Deana saw a figure leap from the car. He was tall and cadaverous, with strangely long arms. He loped after her, waving a meat cleaver overhead. He was dressed all in white and wore a chef’s cap that wobbled and flopped as he ran.


Whirling away from him, Deana dashed onto the path. She had a good head start. She was in good shape from running every day before school. If he wasn’t fast enough to overtake her quickly, she might get away.


I will get away, she thought. I have to.


If he catches up, he’ll kill me.


She couldn’t hear him. He must have been far behind, but she didn’t dare slow down.


She pumped her arms, threw her legs forward in long, fast strides, felt the breeze in her face.


I’m really moving. He’ll never get me.


She looked back.


He was three strides behind her, a white silent phantom grinning in the moonlight.


No!


Deana lunged to the right, leaving the path, her only hope to lose him in the trees. The underbrush tried to snare her feet. But it’ll slow him down, too, she told herself. She jumped over a dead branch, hurled herself through a narrow gap between two tree trunks, made a quick turn, and scurried up a slope. Near the top, the slope became very steep. She clawed at weeds for handholds. Her feet slipped on the dewy ground.


A quick tug at her waist. Clutching the weeds, she twisted her head around. He was beneath her, a hand clenched on the hem of her skirt.


‘Ho ho ho,’ he said, and yanked.


Deana clung to the weeds. With a raspy tearing sound, the skirt released her. It whipped down her legs, and the waistband jerked her toes from the ground as it slid under them. The man cried out. Skirt in his hand like a dark banner, he flew backwards and tumbled to the bottom of the slope.


Deana scampered to the top. Panting for air, she leaned over the edge and saw him start to climb again. She stepped back. The forest floor was dappled with moonlight. She found a fallen limb and picked it up. Raising it over her shoulder, she crouched near the edge.


Seconds passed. She listened to the rustling sounds of his climbing. Then his head appeared. He had lost his chef’s cap in the fall.


He had the cleaver clamped between his teeth.


Deana brought the limb down with all her strength. It cracked against the top of his head. Losing his hold on the weeds, he dropped backwards. His arms waved. His back hit the slope and his legs kicked up at the darkness.


He somersaulted back down the slope.


He was still falling when Deana threw aside her branch and rushed away. As she ran, she wondered if she should have followed him to the bottom and hit him until he couldn’t get up again – until he was dead. Too late for that. But maybe the single blow had been enough.


She couldn’t count on that.


At least she had given herself some time. If she could just find a hiding place . . .


Climb a tree, she thought.


Slowing down, she glanced at the nearby trees. One had a fork in the trunk that looked low enough to reach. She rushed over to it. Leaping, she grabbed the thick branch and pulled herself up. She wrapped her bare legs round the trunk. Writhing, she hugged the branch. She twisted, kicked, hooked a foot over the crotch of the trunk, and finally managed to squirm onto the branch. Straddling it, she let her legs hang down while she scanned the woods.
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