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Chapter One
The first time I saw Camilla, she was on a bridge, leaning forward, fingers of both hands loosely hooked on the railing behind her. Her face was lifted high into the wind and rain, and her tangled dark hair was plastered to her head. I thought she was on something. Her feet were bare, and she balanced herself on tip-toe. How she hadn’t lost her balance and fallen into the river below, I had no idea.
There wasn’t a soul around except for the two of us. Willow road isn’t very well-traveled. It was close to Halloween, and I’d been taking pictures for the newspaper I work for, of a house back down the road a ways that a family had fled years ago. I pulled over to the side and carefully stepped out of my car, leaving the door slightly open.
I walked slowly toward her, hands in the pockets of my jean jacket. I wanted to seem non-threatening. I’m not a big woman. Taller than average, maybe, standing five-foot seven, but only a size six. She was shorter than I, and small boned, but athletic. Her denim mini-skirt showed off runner’s legs; strong thigh and calf muscles. I approached slowly. It might be fairly easy to overpower her, but not before she jumped. I didn’t want that on my conscience.
I didn’t try to sneak toward her. My worn harness boots left only dull thuds under the steady downpour, but I figured that she could probably hear them coming toward her. Thunder cracked all around us, and lightning brightened the sky at frequent intervals. The bridge she stood on had been there forever, and most folks around the area understood that it wasn’t fit for walking over, let alone standing on, contemplating suicide. If she stood there much longer, it might be too late to change her mind.
She opened her eyes, blinked away rain, and turned her pale face to look at me. She watched me for a moment, and then she smiled at me. A tiny, sad little smile that broke my heart.
I smiled back at her. “Aren’t you going to tell me not to come any closer, or you’ll jump?” My voice was almost lost in the storm, but she heard me anyway.
She shook her head. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
My skin prickled. She looked so haunted, hanging over the river like that. I’d never seen anything like her. She was eerie and beautiful, and I wanted to capture her image. My camera still hung around my neck and I lifted it, bringing it slowly to my eye.
It won’t turn out,” she said. “Photographs of me never do.”
Photographs. I thought it was an odd that she chose that word. People didn’t use that word very often anymore. “There’s a first time for everything,” I said, and snapped a shot just as her smile widened.
Her smile faded into a little grin. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m up here, hanging over the river like this?”
I shrugged. “It’s not really my business, is it?”
She laughed at this, a sweet, musical laugh that made me smile in response.
Her face turned serious, her eyes those of a hurt little girl. “Why don’t you remember me?”
In that moment I was aware that my answer would decide whether she let herself fall into the river, or whether she stepped down. I didn’t care about any consequences associated with her stepping down. Of my saving her life. But vaguely in the back of my mind, I heard the whisper of the old saying that if you save somebody’s life, you’re responsible for them from that day forward.
At that point I didn’t care. I didn’t want to see her fall into that river. I was pretty certain she wouldn’t live if she did.
“Am I so forgettable? Why don’t you remember me? Her mouth was turned downward, her bottom lip trembled.
“I do.” The lie slipped over my tongue like water.
She blinked. Her face lit up. “You do?”
“Of course I remember you.” But what in hell was her name? “How could I forget. . . love?”
Her smile brightened and she turned to step down, away from the railing. I let go of a breath I hadn’t been aware that I was holding, then moved toward her and offered her both of my hands.
She stood there, rain soaking her everywhere, and smiled up at me, leaning in and wrapping her slick arms around me in the hug of someone who hadn’t seen the love of their life in forever.
She moved her lips to my ear and whispered, “You do. You remember me. That’s what you used to call me. Love.” She looked into my eyes, thinking for a moment. “Say my name. Say it like you used to say it.”
“Which way was that?” Please tell me your name. I wouldn’t guess in a billion.
She closed her eyes, her face serene. “Camilla.” Her voice was low and breathless.
“Camilla,” I said as closely to the way she’d said it as I could manage.
She smiled. “Yes. I’m your Camilla.”
* * *
I didn’t know what was up with this woman. She didn’t appear to be high. Perhaps she was a might nutty. But she seemed so lost and vulnerable, shivering in my car in her tiny denim mini skirt and thin tank top. It was autumn. Although it had been an Indian summer, the nights got cool. It was early evening. Almost dusk. Of course, she had been about to jump off a bridge and kill herself. I suppose she wasn’t all that concerned with the weather.
“Aren’t you cold?” I asked her. “You’re not dressed very warmly for October.”
She turned her face to me. “Oh, you dressed me, my love. I’m wearing what you’d like to see me wearing.” She watched me for a long moment.
“I have a jacket in the back there, if you want to wear it.”
Her face was expressionless. “I’m always cold. It won’t do any good.”
I kept my eyes on the road and reached into the back seat, grabbing an oversized fleece that I kept back there. I placed it over her thighs.
She looked down at it but didn’t make a move to put it on.
Had I upset her? “Don’t get me wrong. You look very . . . nice.”
Her lips curved up a little. “Thank you.”
I’d been with enough crazy chicks in my time, which must say something about my own stability or lack there-of. However, this one appeared to be just a tad bit loopier than your average unstable lady. Still, I couldn’t just dump her off at some asylum or police station or whatever. I couldn’t just leave her by herself. Where the hell was her family? Did she have any?
I tried for casual. “So where are you living now, love? Where is home these days?”
“Same place.” She stared out the windshield, her gaze far away.
I nodded slowly, hoping that she’d fill in the gaps. She didn’t.
After a long pause, I tried again. “Same place you lived before?”
She turned her face toward me. “Before? When you knew me before?”
I nodded, my hopes climbing. Maybe we were getting somewhere. “Yeah.”
Her eyebrows furrowed. “You don’t remember?”
Shit. “I mean, how many places have you lived in since then? Since I saw you last. List them, including that place.”
“Since you saw me last? That was a long time ago.” She stared at me for what seemed like an eternity. “The only place I ever lived at was the same old house. The one you were just at, taking photographs.”
I shuddered inwardly. The old O’Brian house. Folks around the area swear that it’s haunted. There have been kids that went in that house on dares, especially on Halloween, who haven’t come back out the same way. Bad luck seemed to plague anyone who entered the place. One teenaged girl almost died. Had an asthma attack and her puffer mysteriously stopped working. She fell down the stairs and broke her leg. Terrified, her friends had dragged her out of the house. Apparently they had heard strange things. Once she was outside, the puffer magically began working again.
There were other stories. One twelve year old boy didn’t come out of that house alive.
“I was just playing with her,” Camilla said, a little grin playing at her lips.
“With who?”
“That girl with the asthma. I had nothing to do with the boy. That was somebody else.”
My breath caught in my throat. She’d read my mind. I stared at her.
She giggled. “Don’t be so shocked. I knew what you were thinking. Your face changed when I mentioned that house. Everyone knows about all the mysterious things that happen there. It’s no mystery. I visit there from time to time. Sometimes people show up while I’m there. I like to give them a scare.”
“How’d you get hold of her puffer?”
“I slipped it out of her jacket pocket. She never even knew I was there. I snuck up behind her. I can be pretty sneaky and mischievous when I want to be. You remember, don’t you?”
I placed a smile on my face. “What’s the sneakiest thing you’ve ever done to me?”
“Oh, that’s a tough one. How about the time I went under the water when we were swimming and pulled your legs down?”
I nodded and faked a laugh. “Yeah, that was a good one.”
She giggled. “Yeah, it was.”
This girl was out of her flippin’ mind.
She moved close to me and slid a hand on my thigh. I looked at her. She was flawlessly gorgeous, with her long, thick cocoa hair and large, round dark eyes. Her skin was pale. Clearly it had been ages since she’d seen the sun. Probably better off, these days.
She leaned in and kissed my earlobe and whispered, “I’ve missed you, Jo.”
She knew my name. Jo. Jo-Beth Shepherd. Photographer at your service.
She licked and sucked the earlobe, then slipped her tongue gently into my ear.
I shivered. My heart sped up and I felt heat rush between my legs.
“Have you missed me?” Her voice was velvet in my ear. She slid a hand over my leg, moving it along my inner thigh and upward. She was making it difficult to concentrate on driving.
“We’re going to end up in a ditch.” Hot, urgent desire was making me dizzy.
“Good,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice without even looking at her.
Where had I met her before? I’d had a few women in my time, but I didn’t remember this one, though she clearly knew me. I’d had drunken one-night stands, but I’ve never blacked out and forgotten who I’d been with. Or had I? Could it have happened once? It was the only explanation that made any sense.
“Take me home, Jo. Please? I want to make you feel good.”
“Okay.” I’d said it without any thought. All I knew was that I wanted this, whatever it was, to continue. I shoved back the thought that I might be taking advantage of a nut-job. If that’s what she was. I’d find out soon enough.
* * *
So I took her home to my house. A small log cabin on the outskirts of Saratoga Springs, NY. I’d always wanted a log cabin, and had finally gotten one. It was older and needed fixing up, but I was making good money with my pictures, selling to a variety of big name magazines as well as the newspaper, and was able to afford to have the work done. I was proud of my little, simple piece of heaven. It sat on an acre of land, and there were weeping willows overhanging the river behind the house.
Camilla loved it, too. As soon as I stopped the car, she jumped out and ran around to the back yard. When I caught up with her she was standing on the dock, looking out at the ripples on the water. A cool breeze lifted strands of her hair, and she stood straight and still, her bare feet at the end of the dock, her toes curled over the edge.
My chest tightened. I’d just gotten her away from leaping into the river. Now she was that much closer to it. I tried to diffuse my fear with humor. Maybe she’d step away. “You aren’t going to jump, are you?”
She turned her face, not quite looking at me. Her profile was so beautiful that I found I was holding my breath. I just wanted to look at her like that. The sun had squeezed in between some dark clouds, and she was silhouetted in front of a brilliant burnt orange and pink sunset. A cool, strong breeze lifted her hair up off her shoulders, sending it dancing in the wind. I brought my camera up and snapped a shot.
She turned back toward the water. “I told you, photographs of me don’t turn out. You’re wasting film.”
“I’ll take my chances,” I said. “Besides, it’s a digital camera. There is no film.”
Without a word she pulled her flimsy top over her head and dropped it beside her on the dock. She turned and faced me, her fingers fumbling for the snap on her little denim skirt. “It’s hot.”
Suddenly it did seem hot. Oppressive. Not usual for nearing the end of October.
“Come swimming with me.” She pulled the zipper down and her skirt dropped to the wooden slats. Her skin was milky white and smooth. A dainty, gold chain with a heart pendant fell just between where her small, upturned breasts began. There was something inscribed on the heart, and I squinted to read it, but then her lips parted and with one step she closed the space between us.
She looked into my eyes for a long moment, searching for something. My breathing quickened and I felt my skin flush, everywhere. I looked at her lips. The color of fresh strawberries. Fresh, ripe and sweet. I breathed her in. She smelled of strawberries. My mouth watered. I wanted to taste her.
She ran her tongue over her lips and my eyes closed a little, I wanted her so badly. I felt the heat of her as she moved in for a kiss. Her lips were cool and soft, and when she slipped her tongue between my lips I felt my world tilt a little.
“I want to go swimming,” she said, backing away from me. She smiled like a little girl, turning and making a perfect dive into the water. Her body blurred under the ripples and disappeared.
I stood on the dock shivering, suddenly feeling cold . . . wrong. A pinprick of dread began in my chest and spread outward. I scanned the water but didn’t see her. The water seemed darker with each passing second. My own reflection, warping with the movement of the river, looked back at me, my eyes sharp with fright. The humidity had made my hair curl into spirals, pushing the tie down the length of the ponytail, and the fading light had turned the color from red to a muddy russet on the uneven surface of the river.
“Shit.” I stood over the edge of the dock, my eyes darting over the waves. The wind picked up, the water becoming choppy. The air, wet and heavy, felt tropical, and the creepy feeling that there was something unnatural around me made my skin crawl. The sun sank steadily behind the horizon.
Still, she didn’t resurface. Panic bloomed in my chest and I pulled my camera over my head, placing it gingerly on the dock. I yanked off my boots and dropped them beside the camera. I didn’t need them filling with water and weighing me down. I wasn’t a champion swimmer as it was.
I never liked being in deep water. It made me feel unsettled. But I couldn’t let her drown.
“Fuck.” I took a breath and I dove in after her.
The water shocked my skin, cold . . . horribly cold. As it should be in the fall of the year. How could I have ever thought it was too hot? I opened my eyes in the blackness but saw nothing. I swam around, spreading my arms wide, trying to feel her, some part of her. I came up for air, inhaling great gulps of it and diving down into the murkiness again. I kicked hard, moving my arms widely around me.
Everything was darkness. I was swimming but I couldn’t tell which way was up or down anymore. My arms and legs felt heavy, and my lungs were bursting for air.
Hands clawed at me, pulling me under. I fought against them, but I was so exhausted. Sleepy. So cold. The pain in my lungs faded as my arms and legs weakened. The fight drained out of me and I let myself grow limp, floating.
I was vaguely aware that I was going to die down there, under the dark waves, but wasn’t alarmed by the thought. Some part of me wanted to be pissed off, but my mind had gone mostly numb. Things turned grey, swallowing what was left of my consciousness.
Hands. The hands were clutching at me again. Annoyed, I tried to bat them away. I just wanted to sleep. I felt myself being pulled through the water. Further down. Endlessly deeper. That was fine.
Suddenly I felt a shove and my head broke the surface of the water. A renewed panic surged through me and I found myself coughing and swallowing air, trying to breathe and clear my throat of the river at the same time.
“This way, Jo. Come on,” Camilla said. She sounded remarkably calm for having just pulled a drowning person out of the water.
I followed her voice, swimming after her. My limbs moved in slow motion, taking every ounce of strength I had to keep going. We reached the bank, leading up to the yard, and I clutched at grass, pulling myself up. My jeans were heavy on my legs, making it difficult to walk.
She took my hand and led me back to the house. When we stood on my deck, she unzipped my jeans and pulled them down my legs. No easy task. They were wet and uncooperative. I sat on an Adirondack chair and pulled my leg up as she yanked the denim down. Finally I got free of them and bent down between my legs, taking deep breaths. I was nauseated, the smell and taste of dead fish and other rotting things making me sick.
I felt her hand on my thigh and looked at it, startled by how white it was, then at her face. She was kneeling in front of me, still nude. “You’re okay.”
It was a statement. Not a question. I found this odd, considering that I’d almost died. “You seem awfully sure about that.”
“I am.”
This pissed me off. What in hell was with this bitch? “How do you know that?”
“Because I saved you,” she said, her smile telling me I should know this already. “It was my turn.”
Chapter Two
I barely remember stripping the rest of my clothes off and falling onto my bed. I do remember feeling a kind of distant rising alarm as I recalled that I’d left my camera on the dock. I must’ve mumbled something because Camilla’s voice, sounding as if it were coming from the far end of a long tunnel, whispered that she’d get it for me. Not to worry. Everything was fine.
When I awoke, she was gone.
Relief relaxed the tension in my muscles and I stretched long and hard, enjoying the feeling of being in my bed alone, but then I yawned, and my throat burned so badly that I gagged. When I sat up to cough, I winced. I felt as if I’d been run over by a truck.
Camilla had put me through the ringer, and I was damned glad she was gone. I hoped she’d move on to somebody else and forgot that she’d ever seen me. The bitch wasn’t right, and she was waaaaay too much for me to handle.
Still, a creeping feeling of unease stayed with me. The entire experience disturbed me. It wasn’t just that I’d almost drowned, but that Camilla’s effect on me had been so consuming. I wasn’t used to being so completely taken with someone. I knew she was a fruit loop, and still I’d wanted her so much, I’d wanted to devour her. For her to devour me.
Maybe she had.
I realized that my eyes were closed again. I tried to open them. They felt gritty, like sand had been poured into them. I squeezed them tight, trying to wake myself up a little more before I dozed off again. I forced myself to roll over and peered at the clock through slitted eyes.
“Holy shit.” Six-thirty p.m. I’d passed out at around nine the night before. That was almost an entire day. I’d slept like the dead.
This was unlike me. I’m an extremely restless sleeper. Always have been. I could hear a mouse fart. But apparently I’d slept like I’d been drugged.
I felt drugged. So groggy. My limbs were heavy as I sat up, swung my legs over the edge of the bed, and stretched my arms up above my head. What in hell was with me? Had I caught some kind of flu?
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/81177 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!