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Chapter One


On his knees, Duane braced himself up with one arm. With the other, he reached out past Sherry’s face. She heard his clock radio scoot on the shelf of the headboard.


‘Putting on some music?’ she asked.


‘Getting this,’ he said.


She looked up at the plastic packet and said, ‘Ah. Good thinking.’


As he ripped it open, Sherry gently glided her hands up and down his wet thighs. Only a few minutes earlier, she had toweled him dry after their shower. But now he was sweaty – and so was she. Her hands made soft wet sounds as they slid against his skin.


We must be nuts, she thought, doing this on the hottest night of the year. And at his place. But she supposed the heat was probably what had brought them to this. On all those other nights, she’d managed to control herself and call a halt before it went this far.


Tonight, she had no intention of stopping.


She wanted him. Wanted him all over her, hot and wet and slippery, wanted him inside her.


Maybe the heat had something to do with that.


Maybe a lot.


The unusually hot night. And Duane’s apartment building without air conditioning.


His windows were wide open. The hot Santa Ana winds blew in, caressing her, filling the room with the acrid aromas of brush fires somewhere in the distance.


It was the sort of night that made you feel restless and vulnerable and maybe a little frightened . . . the sort of night that stirred desires.


‘Here we go.’ He slipped the rubber disk out of its wrapper, then waved it at Sherry with a crooked smile. His face was red and sweaty. ‘Now if I can just figure out what to do with the damn thing . . .’


‘Allow me,’ Sherry said.


‘Really?’


‘Sure.’


‘Okay.’ He handed it to her. ‘I never . . . used the things with . . . you know, with Bev. She was on the pill and . . .’


His voice stopped as Sherry took hold of him with one hand.


‘I’m not so good at this sort of thing myself,’ she said. ‘All I know is, you don’t unroll them first.’


‘You’re probably right.’


Still holding Duane’s penis with her left hand, she used her right to push the disk against its head. Fingers encircling the rubbery ring, she started to roll it down. The latex felt sticky. It crackled.


‘Is it supposed to be like this?’ Duane asked.


‘I don’t think so.’


‘It feels . . . awfully tight.’


‘You’re too big for it.’


He laughed softly.


With little more than an inch of him covered, it suddenly stopped unrolling. ‘Looks like we’ve got a problem,’ Sherry said.


‘Oh, great.’


‘How old is this thing?’


‘Twenty-eight.’


Sherry laughed. ‘Not this thing,’ she said. ‘This thing. This rubber.’


‘Oh. I don’t know. A few years, I guess.’


‘A few years?’


‘I never had much use for them, so . . .’


Sherry used force. Instead of coming unstuck, it split. The rubbery ring slid all the way down, leaving him capped with a flimsy, pale toque.


She laughed, shook her head and said, ‘Shit.’


Duane laughed too. Then he sighed. ‘Maybe it’s a sign.’


‘A sign, all right.’ Still laughing, she plucked off the latex cap.


The laughing stopped as she rolled the ring up his thick erection.


‘I guess it’s not that funny,’ she whispered.


Leaning forward, he took hold of her shoulders. He stared down into her eyes. ‘I want you so badly,’ he said.


‘I want you, too.’ Trying to smile, she said, ‘The sooner, the better.’ She tossed the remains of the condom aside. ‘Maybe we’ll have better luck with the next one.’


He grimaced. ‘I don’t have any more.’


‘You’re kidding.’


‘Afraid not.’


‘That was it?’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Ah, that’s all right,’ she said. She resumed caressing his thighs.


‘Do you have any?’ he asked.


‘I wish.’


‘Can we . . . you know, do it anyway?’


Sherry shook her head. ‘I don’t think that would be such a good idea.’


‘I’m perfectly healthy. I won’t give you anything. I mean, I haven’t . . . Nobody since Bev. That was two years ago, and I’ve had regular checkups, so . . . I won’t give you AIDS or anything.’


‘I know,’ she said.


But she didn’t know. Not for sure.


I’m not going to risk my life, she thought.


She said, ‘You wouldn’t want me to get pregnant, would you?’


‘That’s not very likely, is it?’


‘Likely enough, tonight.’


He shook his head slowly from side to side.


‘There’s always tomorrow night,’ Sherry said.


‘But I don’t want to wait.’


‘The anticipation will make it all the better.’


‘I’ve already been anticipating it for weeks.’


‘I know, I know. Me, too.’


If we’d just done a little advance planning along with all that anticipation . . .


‘Just go to the store tomorrow,’ Sherry said, ‘and pick up a good supply of the things. Then come over to my place tomorrow night. I’ll make us a nice dinner and we’ll try again. How does that sound?’


From the look on his face, she knew that it didn’t sound great.


‘Just one more night,’ she said. ‘It won’t kill us to wait.’


‘I know, I know, but . . . Whoa!’


‘What?’


He suddenly laughed. ‘I’m so stupid.’


‘What?’


‘I’ll go to the store now! The Speed-D-Mart must carry condoms, don’t you think so?’


‘It probably does.’


‘And it’s open all night.’


‘You don’t want to go over there at this hour,’ Sherry said.


He glanced at his clock radio. ‘Only five after ten.’


‘Eight’s too late to be going to that place.’


‘I’ll just run in, run out. Be back in ten minutes.’ He ducked down and kissed her on the mouth. Then he crawled backward, pausing along the way to kiss her naked body half a dozen times before climbing off the bed. ‘You just wait right here,’ he told her.


He hurried into the living room.


‘Don’t forget your clothes,’ Sherry called after him.


‘Thanks for the reminder.’


She crawled out of bed. Standing in the doorway, she watched Duane hop as he pulled a sock onto one foot.


‘Don’t fall and hurt yourself,’ she said.


‘Time is of the essence.’


‘I’m not going anywhere,’ she told him. ‘Unless you want me to go with you.’


He snatched his shirt off the floor. Darting an arm into one sleeve, he said, ‘You aren’t dressed.’


‘I could get dressed.’


‘Wouldn’t want you to do that.’ Into a sleeve shot his other arm. The shirt flapping behind him, he ran to the end of the couch and plucked his underwear off the cushion.


‘I could just throw something on real fast,’ Sherry said.


He ducked and stepped into the briefs. ‘No, no, don’t. Whatever you do, don’t throw something on. Stay just like you are.’


Leaning sideways against the door frame, Sherry put her weight on one leg and let her hip shift out. She smiled and shook her head as Duane sprang into his shorts.


So cute, she thought. Just like an overgrown kid.


Though the air was hot, her skin suddenly grew crawly with goosebumps.


What if something happens to him?


‘You really don’t have to do this,’ she said. ‘It’s not a good idea. Things happen at night.’


Done buttoning his shorts, he jerked the zipper up. ‘I’ll be fine.’ He fastened his belt.


‘Why don’t you just take everything off and we’ll both get back into bed?’


‘Nope.’ He looked around, frowning, then gasped ‘Ah!’ as he spotted his other sock. It was on the floor near a leg of the coffee table, half hidden under Sherry’s skirt. He rushed over to it. As he pulled it on, he said, ‘I’ll be back before you even know I’m gone.’


‘Right. Unless you get creamed by a drunk driver or shot in a stick-up or mugged by one of those bums that’s always hanging out in that parking lot.’


‘Not gonna happen.’ He dropped onto the couch and started to put his shoes on. ‘Want me to pick up anything else while I’m there?’


‘No, thanks.’


‘Potato chips? Jerky?’


‘Why don’t you just stay here? Forget about the condoms, okay? Let’s just go ahead without them.’


He made a face at her. ‘Now you tell me.’


She shrugged.


Shaking his head, he stood up. ‘I’m already dressed.’


‘That’s easily corrected.’


She eased away from the door frame and walked toward him.


He watched her breasts, then met her eyes. ‘I’d better go ahead and pick ’em up,’ he said.


‘You don’t have to.’


‘We might regret it if I don’t.’


‘I’ll take my chances.’ She reached out and began to unbutton his shirt.


He took hold of her wrists. ‘It’ll be better this way,’ he said, then pulled her forward, raising and spreading her arms until her body pressed against him. He kissed her on the mouth. ‘Back in ten minutes,’ he whispered. ‘If I’m late, just start without me.’


As Sherry grinned and shook her head, he let go of her and turned around and hurried to the door.




Chapter Two


It’s silly to worry, Sherry told herself. He will be back in ten minutes.


Maybe fifteen.


Hordes of people go to convenience stores day and night. Most of them never run into anything worse than an annoying beggar.


He was right to go.


Thank God I didn’t talk him out of it, she thought. My luck, I probably would’ve ended up pregnant.


Probably?


She let out a humorless huff.


Thirsty, she stepped over to the coffee table. She picked up the glass that she’d used for her Pepsi. The ice cubes had melted, leaving half an inch of amber-hued water at the bottom of the glass. She drank it. Though the mixture looked somewhat repulsive, it tasted cool and sweet.


Keeping the glass, she bent down and picked up the popcorn bowl. It was empty now except for two or three dozen unpopped kernels and a scattering of puffy white crumbs – all that had remained by the time they finished watching the video of GI Jane.


In the kitchen, Sherry set the bowl on the counter. She ran a fingertip across its slick, grainy bottom. Her finger came out coated with congealed butter and salt. She licked it clean, licked her lips, then stepped to the sink and filled her glass at the faucet.


The tap water was neither sweet nor cold.


She stepped over to the refrigerator, opened its freezer compartment and took out a handful of ice cubes. She dumped them into her glass and shut the freezer.


Stirring the cubes around with her forefinger, she stepped out of the kitchen.


How long has he been gone? she wondered.


Probably two minutes.


Just about time enough to get downstairs to the building’s parking lot.


This is going to be a long wait.


She took her finger out of the water and slipped it into her mouth. It felt very cold. After a few seconds of sucking, however, it was warm again.


She took a long drink.


Lowering the glass, she sighed.


Now what? she wondered.


She stepped around to the front of the couch, sat down, took another drink, then leaned forward and eased her glass down on the coffee table. She picked up the clicker and turned the TV on.


Flipping from channel to channel, she found that most of the local stations had dropped their regular programming to cover the brush fires.


They oughta cover them, she thought; they started them.


She doubted that any of the local newscasters had actually applied matches or lighters to the dry hillsides, but she was certain they’d put the idea into the heads of the firebugs. Every year, they never failed to announce when conditions were ripe for blazing disasters. And the fires would start immediately, as if every pyromaniac in southern California had been biding his time in front of the TV, patiently awaiting the official word to begin.


Ready. Set. Gentlemen, start your fires!


Now the local news shows had what they wanted – what they’d begged for.


Every station seemed to have a helicopter circling over bright rows of flame. And crews on the ground standing dangerously close to assorted infernos, interviewing fire-fighters or people who’d just lost their homes or anyone else who might have a story to tell. And anchor teams safe in the studio, eagerly expounding on every aspect of the ‘worst firestorm ever to hit the southland’.


She doubted that.


She had learned, long ago, that LA newscasters were masters of hyperbole.


The fires were certainly bad this year. It was inevitable, after all the rain from last season’s El Niño storms. Listening to these people, though, you’d think the Apocalypse had arrived.


‘Get some perspective,’ she muttered to the television.


A map filled the screen. She checked the locations of the fires, found them in Malibu, Pasadena, up near Newhall, and several in Orange County. None within ten miles of Duane’s building or her own. Nor were there fires anywhere near her parents’ home.


The clock on the VCR showed 10:18.


Sherry was glad to see that so much time had passed.


He’s probably in the store by now.


Should be back in five minutes or so.


Though watching television would help the time pass quickly, she didn’t want Duane to walk in and find her sitting naked on the couch, gaping at the boob-tube.


How about a little atmosphere? she thought.


She turned off the television, then wandered through the rooms, switching off every light. Duane kept a candle in the bathroom. She lit it, then carried it into the bedroom and placed it on the nightstand.


In the living room again, she picked up her glass and took a drink of the ice-cold water.


10:22


Any minute now.


She returned to the bedroom. It looked wonderfully romantic in the glow of the candle – golden light fluttering, shadows dancing, the curtains bellowing like wispy windblown nightgowns.


As she sipped more water, she noticed her reflection in the mirror above Duane’s dresser.


She turned and looked at it.


A corner of her mouth tilted upward.


Not bad for an old broad.


The ‘old broad,’ approaching her twenty-fifth birthday, knew that she appeared more like nineteen.


Nineteen, and a guy.


With her slender build and very short hair, she was often mistaken for a boy – especially when seen from a distance.


Watching herself in the mirror, Sherry figured nobody would likely mistake her for a boy at the moment. The gold hoop earrings wouldn’t count for much – LA was full of guys wearing earrings. But she clearly had breasts. The mounds were small, but nicely round. Her nipples were dark and smooth.


‘What a babe,’ she whispered. Smiling, she added, ‘A babe in heat.’


Her sweaty body glistened golden in the candlelight as if she’d been rubbed with melted butter.


She took another drink of water, then slid the dripping glass against her left breast. Its icy touch made her gasp and arch her back. As her nipple grew hard, she glided the glass over her other breast.


She rubbed her face with it, then drank the last of the water and filled her mouth with the remnants of the ice cubes. She set her glass down on the nightstand beside the candle.


Bending over the bed, she narrowed her eyes at the clock radio.


10:25


Any second now.


She crawled on to the bed, flopped over and sprawled out.


‘Come and get it,’ she muttered. Squirming, she raised her knees and spread her legs wide. Then she huffed quietly. ‘Right,’ she muttered.


She lowered her knees, sat up and reached beyond her feet for the top sheet. Holding its edge, she eased down onto her back. Then she swept the sheet high and let it float down. It settled lightly, covering her body almost to the shoulders.


‘Ready when you are,’ she said.


She listened for the sounds of Duane’s approach.


She stood no chance of hearing his car. From here in the bedroom, she probably wouldn’t be able to hear his footsteps in the hallway, either. She might hear his keys when he unlocked the front door. If not, the sounds of the door shutting behind him ought to reach her.


Unless he gets sneaky about it.


I probably will hear him come in, she told herself.


But when?


For a long time – or what seemed like a long time – Sherry lay still and listened for him. She heard mostly noises made by the blowing wind. While the curtains lifted and flapped in near silence, the wind outside sounded like a tribe of demented phantoms roaming the neighborhood – moaning, hissing and howling. Wind-grabbed objects bumped and clattered and shook, while others rolled along walkways or streets. Car alarms beeped and tooted. From nearby and far away came the cries of sirens.


What a night, Sherry thought. Sounds like all hell is breaking loose out there.


Why isn’t he back yet?


Rolling onto her side and pushing herself up with an elbow, she looked at the clock.


10:31


She flopped down again.


She stared at the ceiling. It shimmered in the candlelight.


What time did he leave, anyway? Ten after? Something like that.


He’s been gone more than twenty minutes.


Sherry suddenly felt too hot. Her head was half-buried in the pillow’s moist heat. Her back and buttocks were sticking to the bottom sheet. The top sheet, resting lightly atop her body, walled her away from the caresses of the wind.


She cast the sheet aside and sat up.


And sighed as the wind drifted over her skin like warm, dry hands.


She crossed her legs and straightened her back and rested her hands lightly on her thighs.


I’ll just sit like this till I hear him come in.


She sat there and waited. The roaming wind dried her sweat. She felt almost cool – except for her rump, which was pressed against the hot, moist bottom sheet.


After a while, she longed to look over her shoulder at the clock.


She resisted the urge.


She kept on resisting the urge.


He’ll be here any second, she told herself.


Finally, she looked.


10:41


She grimaced.


He’s been gone half an hour, she thought. The damn store’s only two blocks away. He could’ve walked and gotten back ten minutes ago.


Something went wrong.


He was in a wreck or walked into a hold-up or . . .


Wait!


She suddenly huffed out a laugh.


I know what went wrong, she told herself. He got to the Speed-D-Mart all right, no trouble, but found out that they didn’t carry condoms. So he headed off for some other all-night store. LA was jammed with convenience stores, mini-marts and even grocery stores that remained open twenty-four hours a day.


Some guys might give up and come back empty-handed, but not Duane.


He won’t come back till he has them.


This might be a very long wait, she thought.


To free her buttocks from the moist heat, she dropped forward. She caught herself with stiff arms. On hands and knees, her rear end stroked by the soothing wind, she resumed her wait.


Thing is, she thought, he knows I expected him back in ten or fifteen minutes. Would he really take off for another store? At the very least, wouldn’t he call and let me know what’s going on?


Maybe, maybe not.


He’s not always the most considerate guy in the world.


Not very long ago, he’d shown up at her apartment almost an hour late. His excuse? He’d been stuck in traffic on the way home from work.


Thing is, he had a car phone. He could’ve called, told her not to expect him on time.


She hadn’t bothered to get on his case about it.


I’m his friend, not his mother.


Was tonight just another example of such thoughtless behavior?


Maybe it’s more than that, she thought. Maybe he’s late on purpose to punish me, teach me a lesson. This is what happens when you send me out in the middle of the night for condoms.


He wouldn’t be that low, would he?


You never know.


Duane’s not like that.


If he is like that, she thought, it’s better to find out now.


He probably decided to try one more store. What’s five or ten more minutes? But maybe that store was farther away than he thought . . .


From somewhere outside, somewhere a block or two blocks or maybe even five blocks away, came a bang.


It might’ve been a door slamming.


It might’ve been the backfire of a car.


It might’ve been a large firecracker.


But Sherry thought it sounded mostly like a gunshot.




Chapter Three


Though this neighborhood on the west side was fairly safe by Los Angeles standards, a day rarely went by without Sherry hearing a few mysterious bangs. If they seemed to come from nearby, she might look out a window. If very nearby, she might hurry away from the windows and duck with her back against a wall. Usually, however, she did nothing.


For the most part, the bangs were simply background noise. Like sirens and car alarms and police helicopters and screams, they were of little importance unless they happened in front of your face.


Or unless your boyfriend was out there on an errand.


And late returning.


Had the blast come from the direction of the Speed-D-Mart?


Sherry couldn’t tell. All outside noises seemed to be entering through the open windows on the other side of the bedroom.


It probably wasn’t even a gunshot, she told herself. And if it was, it might’ve come from just about anywhere. The chances of Duane being the target were enormously slim.


But where is he?


On her hands and knees, Sherry turned her body until she could look back and see the clock radio on the headboard.


10:47


Time sure flies when you’re waiting for someone.


Especially when you’re afraid he might’ve gotten killed or something.


‘He’s fine,’ she muttered. He’ll come waltzing in with a perfectly reasonable explanation.


Maybe reasonable to him.


How can he do this to me?


He’d better have a good explanation.


She turned around completely, crawled to the corner of the bed, leaned forward and puffed out the candle. The room fell dark except for the ambient light from the windows. She climbed off the bed and made her way to the door.


In the bathroom, she stepped to the sink. She turned on the cold water, bent over, and splashed her face. It felt very good, so she ducked lower and cupped water onto her head.


Maybe I should take a shower.


A nice, cool shower would feel great – and she could easily make it last fifteen or twenty minutes. By the time she finished, Duane would certainly be back from the store.


Or wherever the hell he went.


But she had already taken a shower tonight – with Duane after watching the GI Jane video. Taking another so soon . . .


She suddenly found herself thinking about the look and feel of Duane as he’d stood with her under the hot spray. She remembered the longing in his eyes, the taste of his open mouth, the slippery caresses of his urgent hands, the stiffness of his penis pushing against her, rubbing her, nudging her, prodding her as if hoping to endear itself and find a snug home.


We should’ve just done it there in the shower, she thought.


But I had to insist on the bedroom.


And a condom.


And now he’s gone.


Sherry turned off the faucet. She stepped away from the sink, found her towel and pulled it off the bar. It was still damp. She used it on her dripping head and face, then stood in the near darkness and mopped the sweat off the rest of her body.


As dry as she was likely to get, she hung up the towel.


In the living room, she turned toward the television.


The red numbers of the VCR looked very bright.


10:53.


Gone about forty minutes.


By the faint light from the windows, Sherry made her way toward the kitchen. The carpet ended. The tiles of the kitchen floor felt a little slippery under her bare feet. Careful not to fall or bump into anything, she stepped over to the wall phone.


Call information, maybe. Get the Speed-D-Mart’s number. Maybe somebody over there can tell me what’s going on.


She took hold of its handset and raised it to her ear.


Silence.


It’s dead?


Oh, great.


What if somebody cut the lines?


She’d seen that sort of thing countless times in movies and TV shows – but she supposed it rarely happened in real life.


With the Santa Anas howling outside, the probable culprit was the wind. Falling branches must’ve taken out some phone lines.


Duane might’ve tried to call.


But where is he?


Sherry hung up.


Phone or no phone, his destination was only two blocks away.


She returned to the living room.


10:56.


She turned on a nearby lamp. The brightness hurt her eyes and made her squint. Not waiting for her vision to adjust, she squatted between the couch and coffee table and picked up her panties. She pulled them on.


Next, she put on the short, pleated skirt that Duane had given to her last week. ‘In case you ever feel like dressing like a woman,’ he’d told her. To which she’d responded, ‘Looks like you want a cheerleader.’


To which he’d said, ‘It’ll sure cheer me up.’


This was the first night she’d worn the skirt for him.


And now I’m stuck with it, she thought as she slid its zipper up.


She found her blouse on the floor behind the couch, right where she’d tossed it. Normally, she wore T-shirts and jeans when she wasn’t at work. But you can’t wear a T-shirt with a bright yellow cheerleader skirt, so she’d bought a special blouse for tonight. Lightweight and slippery, it was gaudy with scenes of jungles and lagoons and tropical birds.


As she fastened its buttons, she hurried around the couch. She picked up her socks and sneakers, then sat down long enough to put them on.


Her denim handbag was on the seat of a nearby chair. She grabbed it by the strap and hurried to the door.


She paused at the door.


Have I got everything?


Clothes, purse, what else is there?


That should about be it.


She looked at the clock.


10:59.


Standing there, she waited for 11:00.


Did I blow out the candle?


Yes.


11:00.


Sherry opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. The entire length of the corridor was deserted. She eased the door shut until it latched, then tried the knob.


Satisfied that the door was locked, she headed for the stairway. All the doors along the way were shut. No sounds of people or televisions or music came from inside the rooms, but she could hear the wind howling and battering things outside the building.


What if nobody’s here?


What if everybody has vanished?


‘Oh, that’d be a hoot,’ she muttered.


And extremely unlikely.


This is real life, she reminded herself. Everybody doesn’t vanish in real life.


Not often enough to worry about.


Besides, she told herself, I heard sirens. And a gunshot. Maybe. They require the presence of people. So I’m not the last person left on Earth, or even in Los Angeles.


Maybe just in this building.


Smiling and shaking her head, she hurried down the stairway. In the lobby, she opened a side door and trotted down a flight of stairs to the underground parking lot.


Most of the spaces were occupied by cars and sport utility vehicles.


Duane’s assigned space was empty. His van was gone.


Okay, Sherry thought. He hasn’t made it back, but he got away from the building all right.


Probably.


From where she stood, she saw the security gate blocking the driveway to the street. She had no way to activate it, so she returned to the lobby.


As she pushed open one of the front doors, the wind caught it and tried to rip it from her grip. She held on tight, got outside, and leaned her back against the door to force it shut.


This isn’t good, she thought.


But it’s not exactly the end of the world, either. She’d been in strong winds before. To one extent or another, this sort of thing happened almost every year.


Pushing away from the door, she lowered her head and hunched over and started out. She trotted down half a dozen stairs and headed for the sidewalk. As she hurried along, the wind shoved at her, shook her skirt and blouse and threw grit against her.


When she reached the sidewalk, she looked both ways. There was no traffic on the street. Several cars were parked along the curb.


Too bad mine isn’t one of them.


Normally, for a dinner and evening at Duane’s, she would’ve driven herself. But her Jeep was back in the repair shop for the umpteenth time – this time for major, expensive transmission work. (Turns out the supposedly all-American Jeep secretly had a Japanese transmission.) So Duane had picked her up and brought her over in his van.


Her apartment building was about three miles away.


She supposed she could walk the distance in less than an hour.


It’d probably be a very exciting hike, she thought.


If I don’t get jumped, robbed, raped or shot, a tree’ll probably land on my head.


But she had no intention of making such a hike.


Not with Duane unaccounted for.


Turning to the right, she headed for the Speed-D-Mart.


This is probably not the smartest thing I’ve ever done, she thought.


Hell, it’s only two blocks. What’s the alternative, sit around and wait for him?


As she walked along, the wind pushed against her and flapped her clothes. Every so often, it flipped her skirt up. A couple of times, it hoisted her blouse as high as her breasts. She stopped and tucked her blouse snugly down the waistband of her skirt. Then she shifted her purse strap to her other shoulder so the strap crossed her chest. That took care of half her problem; the wind continued to fling her skirt.


And each time it did so, it threw debris against her bare legs.


Just before the end of the block, she came to an alley. She knew this alley well, having walked it often with Duane. Decently lighted, it passed behind several small shops, a couple of private schools, and finally the laundromat and Speed-D-Mart. On the other side of the alley were the back fences, carports and garbage bins of several houses and apartment buildings.


Pausing, she studied the alley. Wrappers and leaves were tumbling along its pavement. Pages from newspapers were performing low-level aerial acrobatics. A black cat scurried out of the shadows, raced across the alley and scooted underneath a parked car.


She saw no people.


Between here and the mini-mart, however, were a great many places where someone might be lurking.


The alley was a lonely place.


If she ran into trouble . . .


‘Not a chance,’ she muttered, and continued on to Robertson Boulevard. A major north-south route through west Los Angeles, Robertson usually had heavy traffic. Tonight, only a few cars were rushing by.


Still a lot better than the alley, Sherry told herself.


She turned right. Hands against her thighs to hold her skirt down, she followed the sidewalk past the fronts of a carpet shop, an antique store, a pawn shop, a Jewish girls’ school – all shut for the night.


The errant page of a newspaper blew against her left shin and stayed. After taking a few steps, she reached down and plucked it free and it flew off down the sidewalk.


Each time headlights approached, she looked over at Robertson to see if they belonged to Duane’s van. And to make sure they weren’t from a car packed with gangbangers.


At the corner, she stepped off the curb. The street to her right was littered with half a dozen palm fronds as large as human bodies. No cars were coming. She hurried to the other side, then walked past an auto-repair shop, a place that sold exercise equipment, a flower shop, and a private pre-school. All were closed for the night.


As she passed the pre-school, the Speed-D-Mart’s parking lot came into sight.




Chapter Four


The lot provided parking for the Speed-D-Mart and the all-night laundromat that shared the building.


It had spaces for at least a dozen vehicles.


All were empty except four.


Duane’s white van wasn’t there, but Sherry knew that he liked to park in one of the two spaces around the far side of the convenience store. Those spaces couldn’t be seen from here.


Eyes fixed on the area beyond the corner of the Speed-D-Mart, Sherry continued up the sidewalk.


And saw the right rear corner of a van.


Her heart lurched.


Picking up her pace, she cut across the parking lot. With each stride, more of the van came into sight.


A dealer in collectable books, Duane used his van for business but left it unmarked. The side of this vehicle was plain white, the same as his.


The bumper sticker would tell the tale.


Duane’s van sported a single sticker: I’D RATHER BE READING.


So far, Sherry couldn’t see whether this van carried such a slogan.


Finally, she stepped behind it.


I’D RATHER BE READING.


His, all right.


Now we’ll find out what’s going on.


Hopeful but nervous, Sherry hurried to the front of the van and peered into the driver’s side window.


The seats were empty.


He must still be in the store.


She stepped around the rear of the van and headed for the Speed-D-Mart’s entrance. As she neared the door, a man came shuffling toward her from the area in front of the laundromat. In spite of the heat, he wore heavy clothes, a toque and boots. His clothes looked filthy. His face and hands were mired with grime. His dirty hair and beard were so stiff that the powerful wind hardly moved them.


‘How ’bout a quarter, lady? Ain’t had me a bite t’eat in two days.’


Shaking her head, she muttered, ‘Sorry,’ dodged him and rushed into the store.


It was brightly lit, strangely silent.


She glanced back to make sure the beggar wasn’t coming in after her. He was wandering toward the laundromat.


Maybe he should try making use of it.


Sherry felt ashamed of herself for thinking such a thing. But she resented being confronted by such people. You couldn’t go anywhere in Los Angeles without having them creep out of shadows to accost you for money. From investigations she’d seen on the TV, she knew that plenty of the beggars were fakes. Some of them made a lot more money than she did.


And many of them were dangerous.


At the counter, the clerk was busy ringing up a sale. The husky customer getting ready to pay him wore curlers in her hair.


Turning slowly, Sherry scanned the store. Its rows of shelves were only chest-high. She saw the heads of four customers.


No Duane.


But she couldn’t be sure he wasn’t somewhere in the store – maybe crouching to study items on a bottom shelf – so she began to walk up the nearest aisle.


The shelves to her left carried toiletries.


Curious, she stopped and studied the selection: combs, toothbrushes, toothpaste, deodorants, razors and shaving cream, bandages, antiseptics, condoms.


Condoms.


Half a dozen varieties, in neat little packages, hung from a rack on the top shelf.


They’re right here, she thought. Duane must’ve found them.


But where is he?


She resumed her search, walking slowly up one aisle and down the next. It didn’t take long. When she finished, she knew for certain that Duane was not in the store.


She walked back to the first aisle.


Though the store was nearly deserted, a guy had stationed himself in front of the toiletries section.


Terrific, Sherry thought.


Just ignore him.


She stepped around him, turned, reached out and plucked a pack of condoms off the rack.


The stranger paid no attention.


Blushing, she hurried away and headed for the checkout counter.


A customer was already there, waiting while the cashier bagged a six-pack of Budweiser.


Sherry opened her purse and pulled out her billfold.


Picking up his bag, the customer headed for the door.


Sherry stepped forward and placed her box of condoms on the counter.


The cashier looked at it. Then he raised his brown eyes to Sherry and smiled. ‘Will that be all, my friend?’ he asked, his voice lilting like a native of India.


‘That’ll be it.’


He punched a few keys on his cash register and mumbled the total. Sherry handed over a ten-dollar bill. As she took her change, the cashier asked, ‘Would you perhaps like a bag for that?’


‘No, that’s all right. You mind if I ask you something?’


‘Oh, not in the least. Please do ask.’


‘I’m looking for a guy who probably came in here about an hour ago. He might’ve bought some of these, too.’ She picked up the box of condoms and held it in front of the cashier.


‘I see,’ he said.


‘Were you here an hour ago?’


‘Oh, most certainly.’


‘Do you remember him? He would’ve been wearing a blue shirt and tan shorts.’


‘Oh, yes, I remember him well. He was most amusing. I think you must be the lucky girl he spoke of. Am I right?’


Blushing, she said, ‘Maybe. Do you know what time he left?’


‘Oh, some time ago.’


‘He never came home. His van’s still in your parking lot.’


Somebody stepped up behind Sherry. She looked over her shoulder. It was the guy from the toiletries area. He smiled a polite greeting. Sherry nodded to him, then faced forward.


‘Was anyone with him?’ she asked.


‘Who?’


‘The guy we were talking about. Did you see him with anyone?’


‘Oh. I shouldn’t think so, no. No, I saw him with no one.’


‘Nothing funny happened?’


‘Funny? No. I’m afraid not.’ He glanced at the waiting customer.


‘Thanks,’ Sherry said. Stepping away from the counter, she slipped her billfold and condoms into her purse.


Okay, she thought. Duane was here. By himself. He bought condoms and left, and the clerk didn’t notice anything strange.


Whatever happened must’ve been after Duane left the store.


If the clerk’s telling the truth.


Why should he lie?


He might have reasons, she told herself. But let’s just assume for now that he told the truth.


Sherry pushed open the door and stepped outside.


No sign of the bum.


Thank God for that, anyway.


She turned to the left and followed the walkway to the laundromat. Through its glass front, she saw eight or nine people. Some were busy at the machines, but most were just waiting for their loads to finish. Some leafed through magazines, one read a paperback, another talked on a cell phone, and a few were chatting.


Duane had no reason to be in the laundromat.


But he was a friendly, talkative guy. Someone from the laundromat might’ve asked him for change, for a helping hand, and maybe they’d started talking . . .


And he let an hour slip by?


Duane had done that sort of thing before.


But he wouldn’t do it tonight, Sherry told herself. Not with me waiting like that.


He didn’t seem to be in the laundromat.


Maybe somebody saw him.


She started toward the open door. As she stepped past the front of a parked car, its horn tooted.


She flinched.


Jerking her head to the right, she saw a kid in the driver’s seat. He smiled and waved at her through the windshield.


Do I know him?


He opened the door and climbed out. ‘Hi, teacher!’


‘Hi.’


He was a tubby, cheerful-looking guy, maybe seventeen or eighteen years old. His brown hair was shaggy and windblown. Like so many guys his age, he wore a T-shirt underneath an open, long-sleeved shirt. The open shirt blew behind him as he came toward Sherry.


‘Didn’t you sub for Mr Chambers last week?’ he asked.


Sherry nodded. ‘You must’ve been in one of his classes.’


‘Third period. Hope I didn’t scare you with the horn.’


‘Just a little.’


‘Sorry. I was just so surprised to see you. It’s so weird when you run into a teacher in real life.’


‘We’re just people, too.’


‘But it’s weird, though. Do you live around here or something?’


‘Not too far away.’


‘I can’t think of your name,’ he said.


Smiling, she held out her hand. ‘Sherry Gates.’


‘Ah! Right! Miss Gates! Now I remember!’ He shook her hand and said, ‘I’m Toby Bones.’


‘You’re Toby Bones. I remember your name from the roll book. It’s a very unusual one.’


‘Thanks. Everybody . . . uh . . . sure has a lot of fun with it.’


‘Envy.’


He shrugged his heavy shoulders.


‘Have you been here long, Toby?’


‘Where?’


Sherry spread her hands. ‘Here.’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I came over to do my wash.’


‘Have you done it yet?’ she asked.


‘Just finished. I was all set to leave, but then I saw you come out of the store.’


‘So you’ve been here for an hour, maybe?’


‘Something like that.’


‘The reason I’m asking, I’m looking for someone. A friend of mine. He came over about an hour ago to pick up something at the Speed-D-Mart, and now I can’t find him.’


Toby’s brow furrowed. ‘What do you mean, you can’t find him?’


‘He was only supposed to be gone for ten or fifteen minutes, so I finally got worried and came over to look for him. His van’s still here. He apparently showed up a long time ago and bought his cigarettes and left the store. But he never drove away. His van is still here, but he isn’t.’


Frowning, Toby studied the parking lot. ‘I don’t see no van.’


Any van, she thought. But she didn’t correct him.


‘It’s around the side,’ she explained.


‘Ah.’ He nodded.


‘You might’ve been here at the same time he was. I’m just wondering if maybe you saw him.’


‘I don’t know. What’s he look like?’


‘He’s about twenty-eight, six feet tall, slender, good-looking. Brown hair.’


‘Long or short?’


‘His hair? It’s longer than mine . . . a little shorter than yours. He was wearing a blue shirt and tan shorts.’


‘Oh, yeah, I saw that guy.’


‘You did?’


‘I don’t know about any van, though. When I saw him, he was walking off down the street.’ He nodded toward the corner of Robertson and Airdrome. ‘He crossed over to the other side and went on down the road there.’


‘Down Robertson?’


‘Yeah.’


‘He walked south?’


‘Is that south? Yeah, I guess so. Anyhow, that’s which way he went.’


‘But he lives the other way.’


Toby shrugged. ‘I’m just saying what I saw.’


‘He went that way on foot?’


‘Yeah.’


Sherry scowled toward the street corner.


Why on earth would Duane walk in the wrong direction?


‘Maybe it wasn’t him,’ she said.


‘Maybe. I don’t know. You know what he looked like? Sort of like Han Solo. You know? Like Harrison Ford back then.’


Sherry felt her stomach sink.


‘That’s him, all right,’ she said. ‘But I don’t get it. He leaves his van here and walks in the wrong direction?’


It broke down so he set off to find a service station?


That made no sense at all. If it broke down, he would’ve walked back to his apartment. Besides, what service station could he possibly go to? Nothing like that would be open at this time of night.


‘I just don’t get it,’ Sherry said.


‘Well . . .’ Lowering his eyes, Toby shook his head.


‘What?’


He grimaced. ‘The guy I saw? Your friend? He didn’t exactly walk off by himself.’




Chapter Five


‘He left with someone?’ Sherry asked. ‘Who?’


‘I don’t know,’ Toby said. ‘Some other guy.’


‘What sort of guy?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Maybe you should just tell me what you saw. Just describe it all to me from the time you first saw Duane.’


‘Is Duane your friend’s name?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Well, I guess I first saw him when he was coming out of the Speed-D-Mart. I was out here. You know, waiting for my stuff to get done in the washing machine. I don’t like to sit around inside there very much. These people look at you, you know? Sometimes they’re pretty weird. And a lot of them smoke. I don’t like to smell that stuff.’


‘Sounds like you’re an old hand at doing the laundry.’


‘Yeah, I been doing it a while. To help out my mom, you know? I didn’t want her coming here anymore, not after she got attacked that time.’


‘Attacked?’


‘Yeah. Last year. A couple of guys came in and . . . you know, assaulted her. Raped her.’


‘My God.’


‘It was pretty bad.’


‘Right here at this place?’


‘Yeah. Right inside there. Well, more toward the back. She was all alone and these guys came in . . .’ He shook his head, then said, ‘Anyway, ever since then I’ve made her stay home and I come over and do the wash.’


‘That’s a really nice thing to do for her.’


He shrugged.


‘Brave, too.’


‘Yeah, well . . . I can take care of myself.’ A smile spread across his pudgy face. ‘Anyway, nobody’s gonna rape me. You don’t even gotta worry about fags when you’re a fat slob like me.’


Trying to smile, Sherry said, ‘Oh, you look fine.’


‘Yeah, sure.’


‘Anyway, it’s awful what happened to your mother. Is she all right now?’


‘Sort of. Except she’s scared all the time. Like she’s afraid it’ll happen again, or something.’


‘It must’ve been terrible for her.’


‘Yeah. So anyway, that’s why I do the wash.’


‘And you were standing here when Duane came out of the store . . .?’


‘Yeah. I guess he’d bought something. He was carrying a little bag.’


‘His cigarettes,’ Sherry said.


‘Yeah. You said his van’s over there?’


She nodded.


‘That’s which way he started to go. But then this other guy came along and they started talking.’


‘Where did he come from?’


‘Inside the store, I think. Yeah. He came out right after Wayne . . .’


‘Duane.’


‘Oh. Duane. Okay. The way it happened, I thought maybe they were together and the other guy was just slower at coming out.’


‘You got the impression they knew each other?’


Toby nodded. ‘Yeah, like they were friends.’


‘Did you hear what they said?’


‘Nah. It was too noisy. The wind and everything. Cars going by. And it wasn’t like they were yelling.’


‘How long did they talk?’


‘I don’t know. Couple of minutes. Then they walked over to the corner and crossed the street and kept on going and that was the last I saw of them.’


‘You thought they looked like friends?’ Sherry asked.


‘Yeah. You want to know the truth, I sort of figured they were boyfriends.’


‘What made you think that?’


Toby shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Two guys together. This time of night. And the other guy, he looked sort of faggy.’


This kid could really use some sensitivity training, Sherry thought.


‘What do you mean?’ she asked.


‘You know. The way he walked, and stuff. Swishy. And he was wearing this shirt that looked like it was made out of a basketball net. You could see right through it. He had . . .’ Toby grimaced, shook his head, then said, ‘Rings. Through his nipples. And he wore these tiny little shorts. And sandals.’


‘You must’ve gotten a pretty good look at him.’


‘You see a guy like that, it’s sort of hard not to stare.’


‘How old do you think he was?’


‘I don’t know, twenty-five or thirty. He had white hair, but it was probably a bleach job.’


‘He was a white guy?’


‘Oh, yeah.’


‘What about his height and weight?’


‘He was a little taller than Duane. I don’t know about the weight. He was big, though. Like a body builder. Had these huge muscles everywhere.’


‘Doesn’t sound like anyone I know,’ Sherry said.


‘Duane seemed to know him, though. I mean, the guy put his hand on Duane’s shoulder when they were walking away.’


‘What’d Duane do?’


‘Nothing. Sort of smiled at him.’


Sherry stared at Toby, vaguely aware of frowning and shaking her head.


Duane walked off down the street with a gay boyfriend?


‘It’s crazy,’ she muttered.


‘You okay?’ Toby asked.


‘Yeah. Fine. Just . . . a little shocked.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘That’s all right.’


‘Maybe the guy I saw wasn’t your friend. Maybe he just looked like him or something.’


‘I don’t know. Maybe. Is it possible that what you saw might’ve been some kind of abduction?’


‘You mean like when aliens—?’


‘Like a kidnapping. Maybe this guy was forcing Duane to go with him.’


‘Sure didn’t look that way.’


‘Did you see any weapons?’


‘Huh-uh.’


‘But a big guy like that, he might not need a weapon. If he was a huge, muscular guy like you said.’


‘Oh, yeah, he was. But it didn’t look like any kidnapping. I mean, your friend was all smiling and stuff.’


‘It’s insane,’ she muttered.


Toby suddenly raised his eyebrows. ‘You know what? Maybe we can find them. I mean, they went off on foot. If they’re still walking and we take my car, we might catch up with them.’


‘How long ago did they leave?’


‘I guess forty, forty-five minutes ago.’


‘That’s a long time.’


Toby shrugged. ‘I’m all done with my stuff. If you want, I’ll drive you around for a few minutes before I go home.’


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


‘I don’t mind. You want to find him, don’t you?’


‘Sure, but . . . You should probably be getting home.’


‘It’s okay. No school tomorrow.’


‘We don’t want your mother to worry.’


‘Ah, she’s asleep by now, anyway. She won’t know what time I get home.’


‘Well . . . If you’re sure you really want to do this . . .’


‘Sure. Hop in.’


‘Okay. Thanks.’ Sherry hurried to the passenger door. It wasn’t locked. She opened it and climbed into the car while Toby went around to the other side and dropped down behind the steering wheel.


The doors thudded shut.


Toby smiled at her and started the engine. ‘This’ll be cool,’ he said.


‘I really appreciate your help.’


‘No big deal.’ He put on his headlights and backed out of the parking space. ‘I just hope we can find him for you.’


‘Me, too.’


Toby turned his car around, drove across the parking lot, swung out onto Robertson and stopped for a red light. ‘This Duane, is he like your boyfriend or something?’


‘We’ve been seeing each other for a while.’


‘You think he’s . . . you know, a fag?’


Politely, she said, ‘That’s not a very nice word, Toby.’


‘Oh. Okay.’


‘Just say “gay”.’


‘Gay. Sure.’


‘Anyway, I don’t think he is. Gay.’


The light changed to green. Toby accelerated through the intersection. ‘That’d be like a real bummer,’ he said, ‘having a boyfriend and it turns out he’s more interested in guys.’


‘Right now, I’m just interested in finding him. Which side of the road did they go down?’


‘That.’ Toby nodded to the right. ‘You watch that side,’ he said, ‘and I’ll watch this.’


‘Good. Thanks.’


Peering out the windshield, Sherry gazed at the walkway along the right side of the boulevard. It led past a branch of the public library, then past the fronts of apartment buildings and stores. A few cars were parked along the curb, but they weren’t large enough to obstruct her view. Vans and trucks were large enough, but there weren’t many of them.


It’s too soon to find Duane, anyway, she told herself. He’s had time to walk a couple of miles by now.


Unless maybe he’s on the way back.


Where the hell did he go?


With a guy?


She felt squirmy and hot inside.


He’s not gay, she told herself. No way. Not a chance.


As they passed through an intersection, Sherry peered down the sidestreet, quickly checking for pedestrians. The sidewalks looked empty.


‘Maybe it was some kind of emergency,’ she said.


‘Huh?’ Toby asked.


‘The reason Duane went off with that guy. Maybe it was an emergency.’


‘I don’t know. Maybe. Only they didn’t act much like anything was wrong.’


‘It has to be something. Duane knew I was waiting for him. He wouldn’t just . . .’


I told him to forget about going for the condoms, but he insisted on going anyway.


To meet someone?


To avoid having sex with me?


No, that’s crazy, she told herself. If the rubber hadn’t broken . . . and I’m the one who broke it . . . he never would’ve left at all. He didn’t plot any of this. That’s ridiculous.


She looked down another sidestreet as they rushed by it. The sidewalks appeared to be empty.


‘What?’ Toby asked.


‘He wouldn’t just go off with someone. Not unless there was an awfully good reason. Like maybe the guy needed his help. Or forced him to go along.’


‘I don’t know,’ Toby said. ‘Maybe.’


‘I know he’s not gay.’


‘There!’ Toby blurted. ‘That them?’




Chapter Six


Sherry noticed the direction of Toby’s gaze, looked ahead and to the right, and saw two figures striding past the front of a lighted display window on the next block.


Toby sped up.


Sherry took a quick look down a sidestreet, then fixed her attention on the couple.


They were walking away, holding hands. The guy, powerfully built, had curly, bleached hair. Instead of a net shirt and skimpy shorts, however, he wore a tank top and cut-off jeans.


His partner, long black hair blowing in the wind, wore a tank top and cut-off jeans and white cowboy boots. Though only able to see the brunette from behind, Sherry was pretty sure she must be a woman.


As they drove alongside the couple, she got a side view and saw the brunette’s large breasts swinging and bouncing unrestrained inside the tank top.


‘Guess it’s not them,’ Toby said.


‘Doesn’t look that way,’ said Sherry.


‘The guy looks a lot like the one I saw. Not exactly the same, but . . . I mean, the one with Duane wasn’t dressed like that.’


‘This isn’t the man you saw, is it?’


‘No. Huh-uh.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Positive.’


On the next block they drove past a hunched, filthy man steering a train of three heavily loaded shopping carts down the sidewalk.


Sherry wondered if this was the beggar who’d accosted her in front of the Speed-D-Mart.


They all looked so much alike, bundled up in their soiled clothes, hair and skin dark with grime.


This guy’s bigger than the other one, she thought.


As they came up on Hamilton High School, Sherry sighed.


‘I’m not sure this is accomplishing much,’ she said. ‘They could be anywhere.’


She saw the freeway underpass just ahead.


‘I can’t imagine Duane would’ve gone much farther,’ she said. ‘He’d have to deal with that weird mess of intersections and off-ramps and everything. It’s bad enough in a car. He wouldn’t try to walk through it.’


‘Guess not. But you know what they might’ve done? They might’ve gone down National. I mean, they were heading in this direction . . .’


Toby flicked his turn signal and pulled into the left-hand turn pocket for National. Stopping at the red light, he said, ‘We can just take this over to Venice Boulevard.’


‘Why would we wanta go there?’


‘Maybe it’s where they went, you know? Duane and that guy were walking down Robertson. If they kept going, they might be heading for someplace on Venice.’


The signal changed to a green arrow. Toby stepped on the gas and turned left onto National.


‘If they did go this way,’ he said, ‘we oughta spot ’em pretty soon. We’re sure going a lot faster than they are.’


‘That’s true,’ Sherry said. ‘But I have my doubts that they came this far. For all we know, maybe they only walked down Robertson for half a block and climbed into a car. Or went into a building or down a sidestreet. They could’ve gone just about anywhere.’


‘I know,’ Toby said. ‘But if they kept going south, maybe they’re on the way to someplace on Venice and we’ll run into them pretty soon.’


Approaching the intersection, he steered to the right.


‘I guess it couldn’t hurt to look,’ Sherry admitted.


‘I know it’s a long shot,’ Toby said, and made the turn. Ahead of them, Venice Boulevard was brightly lit. ‘We’ll start back if we don’t find them in a few blocks.’


‘Yeah. ’Cause I don’t think we’re going to find them along here.’


‘A lot of places are open,’ Toby said.


Sherry nodded.


‘Maybe they went in somewhere to rent a video or get a bite to eat or something.’


‘I doubt it,’ Sherry said.


‘Yeah, me too. But you never know. Hey, know what? I’m starving. You wanta stop and get a little snack or something?’


‘I don’t think so.’


He turned his head and smiled at her. ‘My treat.’


‘I’d rather get back to the Speed-D-Mart.’


‘Do you mind if I get something?’


She did mind, but she hated to say so. After all, Toby had gone out of his way to help her look for Duane. And this was his car.


‘I guess we could stop somewhere,’ she said.


‘Great. We’ll make it real quick. Where you wanta go?’


‘It’s up to you.’


‘You like tacos?’


‘Sure.’


‘Me, too. I like ’em a lot. How about the Nacho Casa? We can get ’em at the take-out window, you know? That way, we won’t be wasting time.’


‘Sounds good,’ she said.


‘Hope it’s still open.’


As Toby drove west on Venice Boulevard, Sherry kept her eyes open for Duane. Not that she expected to find him this far from the Speed-D-Mart.


By now, wherever he’d gone, he might’ve even returned to his van and driven back to his apartment. He might be standing in his bedroom at this very moment with a bag of condoms in his hand, thinking, Where’s Sherry?


Now I’m the missing one, she thought.


Serve him right.


She doubted, however, that he had returned to his apartment.
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