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Just Drive, She Said
a short story by Richard Paul Russo

Ni ght .

Ahead of us, the road ended at a washed-out bridge, but we were driving
for it at eighty-five mles an hour. Monlight lit the barricades, the
ruins of the bridge dangling over muddy water bel ow.

"Jesus!" | said, trying to | ook at her. She pressed the gun harder into mny
tenpl e.

"Just drive," she said.

| drove.

It wasn't even ny car.

It was ny sister's, an ugly-brown Mazda RX-7 that drove fast and snooth.
I'"d borrowed it for a few days, and Friday night | drove to a nearby
|iquor store to pick up some w ne--sonething to get nme through anot her
enpty weekend.

I was inside for fifteen or twenty mnutes. Wth three bottles of wine in
hand, | wal ked back to the car. | unlocked the door, opened it, and the
overhead |ight went on.

A wonman sat in the passenger seat pointing a gun at ne. She didn't nove,
silent and intense, and | thought she was trying to deci de whether or not
to shoot ne.

"Get inside and close the door," she finally said.

I wasn't going to do anything stupid. | got in, closed the door, and the
Iight went off.

The worman took the wine fromnme with one hand, and with the other jabbed
the gun into ny ribs.

"Start the engine," she said.

As | did, strange lights went on in the mddle of the dash. The tape deck
was gone, replaced by a larger, glistening piece of electronics with
dozens of buttons, dials, and readouts. Anber and green |lights flickered
across the thing, the displays showing figures that were probably letters
or nunbers, though nothing |I recogni zed.

"What the hell is that?" | asked.

"A probability wave console. CGenerator, tuner, and anplifier."

Jesus, hijacked by a lunatic.

She jabbed nme again with the gun, and said, "Let's go."

"This isn't nmy car," | told her

"You think | give a shit?"

No, guess not. "My sister's waiting for ne," | said, wthout nmuch hope.
"WAant nme to repeat what | just said?"

I shook ny head. "Were to?"

"Just go right and drive a while," she said.

The gun was still in nmy ribs, so | did what she asked.

Her hair was short and dark, and she was wearing blue jeans, a gray
sweatshirt, and dark boots. Slim but strong-looking. She didn't | ook
crazy, | thought, but then what did crazy |ook |ike?

As | drove along, she fiddled with the console, and a stream of figures
nmoved across the | argest display. She gl anced up, nodded toward a w ecked
Toyota ahead of us on the side of the road, and said, "That used to be ny
car." W passed the wreck, and she returned her attention to the consol e.
A blue light began to blink frantically on the side of the console.
"CGoddammi t," the woman said. "How the hell did she find me so soon?" She
pushed anot her button and a snmall screen energed fromthe top of the
console. A glowing map appeared on the screen, with two different blinking
lights a few inches apart.

"Turn right at the next corner,'
crate.”

I turned and accelerated. Traffic was light, but | still had to pay
attention to other cars.

she said, "and hit the gas. Mwve this
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"Faster," the worman said

"What about the police?" | asked. Which was a stupid question. | wanted
the police.

"Fuck 'em" she said. "Just nove it."

So | stepped on the gas. | was weaving in and out of traffic now, getting
nervous. But whenever | started to sl ow down she jabbed the gun into ny
ribs and said, "Keep noving."

She had nme nmake a series of turns, wheels squealing with each one, then we

were on a long, open road with hardly any traffic. | was pretty sure the
river was ahead of us sonewhere

"Now floor it," she said. | hesitated, and she noved the gun fromny ribs
to ny head. "Floor it, goddamm you!"

I floored it.

Whi ch was how, a few nonments |ater, we were headed straight for barricades
and a ruined bridge at eighty-five mles an hour

I shoul d have hit the brakes. What was she going to do, shoot ne? But |
kept my foot on the gas, the steering wheel straight.

The woman punched a few nore buttons. Green lights flashed, bright
patterned circles. Just before we reached the barricades, she jamed a
switch on the front of the console.

Everything | urched sideways. At least, that's howit felt, lurched so hard
| felt sick. But we were still on the road, still noving strai ght ahead at
ei ghty-five. Except now the barricades were gone, and stretching out ahead
of us, spanning the river and glistening with bright lights, was a whol e,
undamaged bri dge

We shot across it over the river, came down on the other side, and kept
going. | braked through a |long, sweeping turn, barely keeping the car on
the road, then we were driving along the river road.

I couldn't see nuch in the dark. It wasn't a part of the city |I knew well,
but | had been through it a few times, and somnething seened out of place.
"Just keep going," the wonman sai d. She was watching a display on the
console, arolling series of figures that made me think of a tine counter.
| drove along the river road, trying to figure out what seened different,
but unabl e to pinpoint anything. About fifteen minutes after we'd crossed
the bridge, the consol e display stopped changing, and flashed a single

figure.
"Al'l right,"” the woman said. "Bring the speed back up."
The gun was gone fromny head, but | wasn't about to argue. | accel erated

until we were back up near eighty. The wonman punched buttons, then again
jamred the big switch on the front of the console.

We | urched sideways w thout noving again, and this tinme | thought | was
really going to be sick. Everything in my vision began to tilt, and | had
a hell of a tine keeping the car on the road. | hit the brakes and brought
the car to a stop, no | onger caring what she would do to ne.

| left the engine running, put ny head on the steering wheel, and breathed
slowy, deeply, until the spinning stopped. | straightened and | ooked at
the woman. She now held the gun in her |ap.

"Are you all right?" she asked

"Sure," | said. "Terrific."

"W won't have to go so hard now," she said. "Just coast along at twenty,
twenty-five mles an hour."

"Does that nean | start driving again?"

She nodded.

I 1 ooked down at the gun in her |ap, and nodded back. "G ve ne another
m nute or two, will you?" | held up ny hand, which was shaking. "I can't
drive like this."

"All right."

| sat there, trying to relax, trying to cut down the shakes. The street
was nearly deserted; only a few cars drove by, and there were no
pedestrians. The cars | ooked odd, but there wasn't enough light for me to
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figure out why. Then | |eaned forward over the steering wheel and | ooked
at the front end of the Mazda. It was still an ugly brown, but the nose
had becone nore el ongated, sharper. The retractabl e headlights were gone,
repl aced by conventional stationary |ights.

"What the hell is going on?" | asked.

"If it was daylight, you' d see even stranger things," she said.

Wi ch nade ne | ook nore closely at our surroundings. The nearby
streetlight was nounted on an unusually thick netal pole, and gave off a
sharp, enerald glow |'d never seen before. The lights in the buildings
were brighter, harsher than | woul d have expected

"Let's go," the worman sai d.

| breathed deeply a few nore times. Then | put the car into gear, |let out
the clutch, and swng back onto the road.

We drove slowy, and | kept searching for changes in ny surroundi ngs, but
it was too dark to see nuch. The worman directed nme through several turns,
then onto a freeway.

On the freeway there were differences | could identify. The overhead signs
were blue rather than green, |lit frombelow by rose-tinted lights. And the
street and city nanmes were conpletely unfamliar--definitely not English
I didn't think I could pronounce half of them

"You going to tell ne what the hell is happening here?"

"Just look for a notel," she said.

"And how am | supposed to recogni ze one?"

She smled. "Spelled just the sanme here as where you're from It's
practically a trans-universal word."

W drove on, and | wanted sonething to break the silence, to ground ne.
"WIIl that thing play nusic?"

The wonman just | aughed and shook her head, and | wondered what was so
funny.

She was right, though, about a notel. Froma nile away | saw a bright

gl owi ng si gn:

MOTEL

As we got closer, | could make out other words, but none of them nade
sense. There were nunbers as well, but there were too nany digits, and a
strange hooked synbol instead of a dollar sign

"Hope you can pay for this," | said. "My noney's not going to be nmuch good
here. "

She smled. "You' d be surprised."

| pulled off the freeway, drove into the motel parking |ot, and the woman
poi nted out the office at the end of the building. She nade me go in with
her. At the desk, she talked to a crusty old man who wore a bl ack hel net,
face covered by a snoky visor. What they spoke sounded |ike a m x of
forei gn | anguages--a few words close to English, others like German, a few

i ke French.
The wonman paid with large, brightly colored bills, and the man gave her a
narrow cylinder that hung by a chain froma plastic ball. W wal ked back

to the car in silence, then she directed nme to drive around the back of
the building, where we parked in front of a tan door. The wonan handed t he
Wi ne bottles to ne, took two duffel bags out from behind the seats, then

made sure | | ocked the car. She inserted the cylinder into a narrow
openi ng where it humred, then clicked; the door swung open, and we stepped
i nsi de.

There was a table with two padded chairs, a television set, a radio, and a
doubl e bed. The wonan set the duffel bags on the floor, and | put the w ne
bottles on the table; the | abels had changed, and were now unreadabl e.

| ooked at her.

"There's only one bed."

"We'll manage," she said. "Let's go get sonething to eat, |I'm hungry."
W went to a coffee shop next to the notel, where the woman ordered for
both of us. | ended up with sonething that |ooked and tasted a lot |ike a

Denny's chicken fried steak and nmashed pot at oes.
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After we ate, the wonman said she needed a drink. | figured | could use one
too, so we went to the attached | ounge and sat at a table in the back
corner, enpty tables all around us. She asked me what | |iked to drink,

and | told her Scotch. She ordered fromthe waiter, and when ny drink cane
it did taste an awful lot |ike Scotch--cheap Scotch, but Scotch
neverthel ess. The wonman was drinking sonet hing clear over ice.

"A trans-universal," the woman said. "Al cohol, coffee, and tobacco. Hotels
and notels are close, along with guns and cars, but alcohol, coffee, and
tobacco are al nbost everywhere."

Right. W drank. One drink, two drinks. Then a third. | was feeling it. W

didn't talk, but we had another drink. | didn't know about her, but | was
getting snashed.
"What's your name?" | asked. Drunk, | was feeling reckless, and it seened

Iike a reckl ess question

"I't would sound |ike garbage." She paused. "Call ne Victoria." Another
pause. "Wat's your nanme?"

"Robert."

"Robert." She nodded. "Robert, do you have any idea what's been happeni ng
to you?"

I shook ny head.

"Of course not. Ever heard of parallel universes?"

"Sure. As an idea, not sonething that actually exists."

"They exist. W' ve been noving fromone to another." She signaled for two
nmore drinks, then | ooked at ne for a minute before going on. "The consol e
inthe car? It generates probability waves that slip us fromone universe
to another."

The drinks canme, and she drank half of hers immediately. It was a crazy

i dea, but how else had | cone to this place? W sat for a while in

silence, drinking. Actually, | kind of liked the idea of traveling between
universes. It beat hell out of sitting alone in an enpty apartnent al
weekend.

"Wait a second,” | said. "How the hell do you know how to speak from one
pl ace to another? You can't know all these |anguages."

She shook her head. "I don't." She tapped at the base of her skull. "But
this does. Batch of microchips planted in ny head." Then she stretched out
her arns. "Robert, I"'mwred. |'ve got a built-in receiver running through

my whol e body. Every tinme | shift universes, ny body pulls in all the
radio and tel evision signals, whatever's out there, and the batch in ny

head does the rest. In ten or fifteen mnutes, |'ve got enough of the

| anguage to get by. That's how | picked up your slang. And each tine |
shift places, | shift |anguages. O | can |lock onto one, like |I have with
yours." She paused. "I like being able to talk to you."

| |l ooked at her for a minute.

"Why? Way are you traveling between universes? And who the hell is after
you?"

She didn't answer. She returned ny gaze for a while, stood, then said,
"Let's get back to the room™

Wthout thinking, | opened ny wallet to leave a tip. My paper noney had
changed fromgreen to the brightly colored bills |I'd seen Victoria use.
"Just like the car," Victoria said. "Anything that's not alive." She took
two small bills fromny wallet, Ieft themon the table.

| felt a lot drunker as we wal ked back to the motel. O maybe it was just
overload. | felt | was noving through water. Or nud. It seenmed |like a |ong
trip across the parking lot, but we finally reached our room and went

i nsi de.

| dropped into one of the chairs. Victoria sat on the bed with her back
against the wall. Someone in the room above us kept dropping things onto
the floor.

"When | first opened the car door and saw you," | said, "it |ooked |ike
you were trying to deci de whether or not to shoot ne."
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Victoria shook her head slightly and smiled. "I would never have shot
you. "

"Maybe you shouldn't tell ne that. Maybe I'Il just take off."

"Yeah? Where the hell are you going to go?"

I shrugged.

"No," she said. "I was trying to deci de whether or not to take you with

me. "

"Why did you? Hostage?"

She shook her head again, the snmile gone. "I've been lonely," she said. "I

just wanted the conpany."

I didn't say anything. She pushed up fromthe bed. "I'mgoing to take a

shower." She turned away from ne and wal ked i nto the bathroom closed the

door.

Find the gun, | thought. But only for a noment. | didn't really care where

the gun was, | didn't want to have anything to do with it. Wat | did

i nstead was undress and get into bed. | was beat, still half drunk, and

needed the sleep

But | couldn't sleep. | lay wide awake, waiting for her to return. It had

been a long tinme since |I'd been involved with anyone, and that had been a

worman who spent all her tine on speed of one kind or another; |'d begun to

feel like | was nmoving in slow notion whenever | was with her. Now | felt

as if | had been on speed nost of the evening. | closed ny eyes, but that

didn't help. | waited.

| opened ny eyes to the covers being pulled away, and Victoria standing
over nme, naked and wet fromthe shower. She was a conpletely nornmal woman,
what ever universe she'd cone from

She crawl ed across the bed on all fours, dripping onto nmy skin as she

| eaned over ne. She blew air across ny belly, through the hair between ny
| egs. She noved down toward ny thighs, and straddl ed ne.

"I'"'mtoo drunk," | said.

She | ooked down at ny crotch. "No you're not,'
"I"'mtoo tired."

"No you're not."

"l don't even know what you are," | said.
"What do you think I an?" She noved forward, lifted slightly, then | owered
hersel f onto ne, warm and noi st. She snmiled. "Just drive," she said.

| drove.

she sai d.

She woul dn't tal k about where we were going, or why. | had the feeling she
didn't have any particular destination in mnd, that she was just shifting
fromone universe to another at random trying to | ose her pursuer. For a
few days, it seened to work.

I got used to the changes. O rather, to the idea of change. Each day we
made at | east one shift, usually two. Once we nmade three, which was a

m stake--1 got sick all over the front seat and nearly ran the car into a
concrete channel on the side of the road used by people on cabl e- powered
skat eboards. After that, we shared the driving, and stuck to two shifts a
day.

Everyt hi ng changed--the car, our clothes, noney. Language changed,
occasional ly beconing so close to English that | could understand it

agai n, but usually becom ng conpletely unintelligible. And the world
around us changed.

Once we energed into a doned city, buildings reaching to the donme itself
and through it, jutting into the open sky above. Another city was a maze
of narrow roadways wi th hundreds of footbridges above the streets,
connecting the stone buildings in a vast, chaotic network of bent and
twisted netal. And once we cane out onto a cracked and pot hol ed concrete
road in the mddle of a dry, gutted wasteland, flat ruins for nmles in all
directions, no signs at all of life. W shifted out of there as soon as we
coul d.

We spent several hours a day on the road. Sonetimes we shifted at | ower
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speeds, which was easier on nme, but which, she said, made for smaller
junps that were easier to track. And though she could make a second shift
as soon as fifteen or twenty mnutes after the first, Victoria liked to
put as nuch actual distance between shifts as possible. Left a tougher
trail to follow, she said.

We spent much of the time driving in silence, but we did talk alittle. |
tal ked about ny own world, ny universe, ny life--which wasn't nmuch. | was
in charge of the Docunments Departnent of a large corporate law firm |
liked the job itself, but working for asshole attorneys all day |ong had

become al nost unbearable. And ny personal life was hardly fulfilling. But
| talked about it all, and once in a while Victoria would tal k about what
it was |ike traveling between universes.

"Do you ever stop running?" | asked once. "I mean, how |l ong can you keep

it up? Don't you ever get a chance to just stop for a while?"

Victoria nodded. "When |'ve nmade enough shifts over a long period of tine,
it gives ne distance. | get a few days, a couple of weeks. I'll just stay
in one place for a while, relax, or naybe do sonmething to pick up sone
money. But eventually | have to |leave, start shifting again."

"You can't |ose thenP"

She shook her head and tapped the console. "These damm things | eave a
trail in the wake of the probability waves. Make enough shifts and you can
make the trail faint, but a good hunter will always be able to pick it up
eventual ly."

Hunter. And | was traveling with the hunted.

Victoria did tal k about bringing nme back to nmy own universe. First couple

of times she nentioned it | didn't say anything. | was thinking about it.
But | liked the idea of staying with her
"I don't want to go back," | finally said to her

It was dusk. Victoria was driving through the outskirts of a haze-filled
city, blue flashes of |ight bursting silently and sporadically high above
us. The streets were nearly deserted.

"You don't know what the hell you're tal king about," she said. "You can't
just stick around for a while and then change your nind, get a plane
flight hone."

"I realize that."

"You realize shit." She turned onto a busier street. Lights were coning on
in buildings, and the blue flashes were increasing in frequency. "Just

| ook for a goddamm notel, all right?"

Nei t her of us said anything for a while. The street seemed to be headed
for the city center, and it got busier and nore crowded, brighter and

| ouder. A couple of mles along, Victoria pulled into the parking lot of a
run-down notel set back in the concrete pilings of an overpass. She drove
into a slot, switched off the engine, and turned to ne.

"Look," she said. "The farther we get away from your universe, the harder
it'll be to get back. W get far enough away, it'll be inpossible. You'l
be stuck out here somewhere, no way back. And traveling with me isn't the
safest thing you can do. |'ve had people hunting me for two years. Sone
day they're going to catch up with ne. You aren't going to want to be
around when they do." She paused. "I've been on ny own for years, and
that's the way | want it. | |ike your conpany, but |I'm not about to nake
this permanent. You're holding me up, for Christ's sake. You can't handle
more than two shifts a day. On nmy own, | can do five or six before it hits
me that hard." She paused again. "You understand what |'m sayi ng?"

"Il get used to it," | said.

"Not soon enough for ne."

"l don't want to go back."

"Christ." She turned away from ne, opened the door, and went to check in.

Three nore days. Traveling, shifting, no resolution, no final decision
Then, one norning, driving slowy through the heart of a city, we shifted,
and dropped into the mddle of a war.
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We went from bright afternoon sunshine to gray skies darkened by cl ouds of
ash. From |l aughter and shouts and purring traffic to screams and sirens
and gunfire. From busy but orderly streets filled with cal m pedestrians
and cyclists to chaos, people running fromshelter to shelter, and
vehi cl es burning on the roads.

| saw the crater in front of us just in time, swerved, and jolted up a
curb, knocking over a netal canister that spilled funming |liquid across the
sidewal k. | got the car back on the road, but half a block ahead of us was
a barricade manned by arned sol diers. Huge guns were ainmed directly at us.
I hit the brakes and nade a hal f-accidental U-turn, downshifted and
punched the gas. Qunshots expl oded, sonething hit the car, but we were
still going.

"Shift us the hell out of here!" | screaned at her

"I can't, you fucking noron! It's too dam soon!"

I turned down the first side street, nearly |losing control of the car,
then, seeing nore barricades up ahead, swung into an alley that dead-ended
in a heap of trash.

Victoria was out of the car before it stopped, shoving aside the

trash--bl ocks of foamrubber, huge wads of paper, and other |ightweight

bundl es. | drove the car into the opening she'd made, half burying the car
in the nound. | got out, |ocked the doors, and hel ped her finish hiding
the car with the foam bl ocks and wadded paper

No one seened to have followed us. | wondered if we should have just
stayed in the car, but Victoria was already crawing through a broken

wi ndow into one of the buildings lining the alley. | followed her inside.

The buil ding was dark, and nearly silent; the only sounds canme from
outside, muffled by the brick walls. There was enough |ight coming in

t hrough the griny, cracked wi ndows for us to nake our way. | followed
Victoria through junbles of conmpl ex machi nery.

"Where are we goi ng?" | whispered

"I want to get above ground level. 1'Il feel safer. Then we can find a

wi ndow where we can keep an eye on the car."

She found a stairway, and we went up. The doorway to the second fl oor was
scarred and warped, the door blown off its hinges. W went through it, and
cane out in a naze of clear-walled cubicles filled with cracked gl ass
cylinders.

We nade our way through the nmaze, the floor covered with huge chunks of
broken glass and twisted coils of wire. Every step nmade | oud crunching
sounds. Eventually we reached a wi ndow | ooki ng down on the alley, only to
see half a dozen people dressed in fatigues and carryi ng weapons. At first
| thought they were searching the alley, but it soon became clear that
they were actually making canp for the night. The car |ooked to be safe,
but we had no way to get to it.

The soldiers erected a structure that was half tent, half |ean-to against
the brick building across the way, and started a fire inside a squat netal
cylinder.

W wat ched the soldiers and the fire for a while, but it was obvious they
weren't going to |l eave, so we set up for the night ourselves. W cleared a
space to sleep in, scrounged sonme scraps of cloth and sone torn cushions
to nake a bed. Then we tried to sleep

I didn't sleep nuch. Sporadic gunfire sounded throughout the night, and
bursts of bright color regularly lit up the window, reflecting shards of
light fromthe broken glass and the cubicle walls.

I was gl ad when dawn cane. The sky outside was overcast, a gradually
brightening gray. | went to the window Below, the soldiers were breaking
canp. One of them extinguished the cylinder fire while the others broke
down the lean-to and packed it away.

"I't looks like they're leaving," | said.

Victoria joined me at the window. We watched the soldiers pack, and about
a half hour later they gathered together, talked for a few ninutes, then
mar ched hal fheartedly out of the alley. They turned left onto the nmain
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street, and were soon gone from sight.

"Let's wait a while," Victoria said. "Make sure they don't cone back for
anyt hing. "

The soldiers didn't cone back, but a few mnutes |ater a wonman appeared at
the nmouth of the alley. She was quite tall, with long, light hair tied
into a double tail, and wearing a dark green, formfitting coverall. She
hesi tated, | ooking down the alley, glancing in all directions.

"Jesus H Christ," Victoria said, her voice hardly nore than a whi sper

| realized then that this had to be her pursuer

The woman started into the alley, wal king slowy, |ooking up and down the
wal | s of the buil dings.

"What happens if she finds the car?"

"She'll find it," Victoria said.

The woman was two-thirds of the way down the alley, alnpbst directly
beneath us, when a shout brought her to a halt. She turned. At the nouth
of the alley was a group of soldiers; maybe the sane group that had canped
overni ght.

One of the soldiers called out sonething, and the woman responded.
couldn't nake out what they were saying, it wasn't |oud enough, but I

woul dn't have understood a word anyway. Victoria just shrugged when

asked her.

The worman took a few steps toward the soldiers, then stopped. The soldiers
cane into the alley, marched down it, and surrounded her. She gestured at
the street, then at one of the buildings. | could see her smling. One of
the soldiers jabbed at her shoul der. The woman kept sniling. Another
sol di er shrugged, pointed up at the sky.

Suddenly one of the soldiers raised a handgun, put it against the woman's
tenmple, and fired.

The worman's head jerked--1 jerked--and she crunpled to the ground, bl ood
running onto the gravel and pavenent. Victoria nmade a sharp, quiet sound
and gripped ny arm M/ own hands gripped the windowsill, nails digging

i nto wood.

The soldiers didn't touch the woman. They | ooked down at her, but they
didn't search her, didn't nove her, nothing. They stood around for a few
m nutes, snoking cigarettes, then wal ked out of the alley.

Victoria and | stood at the window in silence, |ooking down at the wonman's
body, the dark spreadi ng pool of bl ood.

"Did you want her dead?" | finally asked. Hoping the answer woul d be no.
Victoria shook her head.

"Wbul d you have killed her if she'd caught up to you?"

She hesitated, then shrugged. She was pale, the first time I'd ever seen

her when she didn't seemconpletely self-assured. | didn't feel too good
nmysel f.

"That's it," she said eventually. "You're going back."

| didn't say a word. | still didn't plan to go back, but | didn't think it

was the time to argue

W waited a long tinme. Two hours, nmaybe three. The sol diers never
returned. The dead wonman | ay undi sturbed, her feet in the shafts of
sunl i ght that broke through the clouds and the jagged buil ding roofs.
Eventual |y we went downstairs and crawl ed back out through the broken

wi ndow. W crossed the alley to the dead woman. Victoria knelt beside her,
went through the coverall pockets and renobved a bl ock of keys and a wad of
money. She murnured a few words in a |anguage |'d never heard, touched the
worman on her chest, shoul ders, and throat, then gently closed the woman's
eyes. She stood.

"Let's go," she said. "You drive."

We dug out the car, got in. | started the engi ne and backed sl owly down
the alley while Victoria played around with the consol e.

"That way." She pointed down the street as we energed fromthe alley. "Go
sl ow. "
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The street was a ness, but now there were people out on the sidewal ks who
didn't ook like soldiers, and a few other vehicles drove slowy in either
direction. W'd gone a couple of blocks when Victoria pointed to a
driveway | eading through a hedge. | pulled into the driveway, drove
t hrough the opening in the hedge, and stopped just behind another car
"Get this thing turned around so we can pull out in a hurry if we have
to."
| did, and left the engine idling.
"Wait here." Victoria got out, wal ked up to the other car, produced the
bl ock of keys she'd taken fromthe dead wonan, and opened the front door
She ducked inside, seenmed to do sonething at the dashboard--anot her

console, | figured
Wil e she was in the other car, | dug through her bags until | found the
gun. | checked to nake sure | could work the damm thing, then tucked it

bet ween ny seat and door.

Victoria left the other car, wal ked back, and got in beside nme. She didn't
say anything at first. Instead, she did things with the Mazda's consol e,
working intently for several mnutes. Finally she finished and turned to

ne.
"You' re goi ng back," she said. "I amnot going to be responsible for you
being killed."

"No--" | started, but she cut ne off, sharp and quick

"No, nothing," she said. "This isn't the end of it. There'll be soneone
el se after ne before long." She paused. "You're going back. |'ve
programed this thing to nake all the shifts, reverse the route we took
here. "

"It'Il take nme back?" | asked. "To ny universe?"

"Cl ose enough so you won't know the difference. Two shifts a day unti

you' re hone." She gave nme a wad of noney. "This should be plenty to get
you back. Pretend to be deaf and dumb and illiterate, for Christ's sake,
and you'll probably be fine."

"What about you?"

"I'"l'l be taking that," she said, pointing to the car in front of us. "The
console init |ooks to be working just fine." She turned back to nme. "You

pul | out, and get up to speed as fast as you can. It'l|l make the first
shift as soon as you hit thirty."

"I'"d just as soon stay with you," | said.

She got out of the car wi thout answering, shut the door, and cane around
to the driver's side. | rolled down the w ndow.

"I mean it," | said.

She sighed. "You want me to threaten you with the gun agai n?"
| gave her a half snile. She |eaned through the wi ndow and ki ssed nme. Then
she pull ed back, stepped away fromthe car. "Co," she said.

I nodded. | put the car in reverse and backed up a few feet. Victoria
wal ked over to the other car, and | stopped. | took the gun, picked what
| ooked to be the nost vul nerable spot of the console, and jamred the gun
barrel against it. | closed ny eyes and pulled the trigger

I got off six or seven shots, netal flying everywhere, before Victoria
grabbed nmy arm She screanmed sonething at nme that sounded a lot I|ike,

"Asshol e!"
| opened ny eyes. The console was a ness. | |ooked at Victoria, who stared
at nme through the open window. | held out the gun, and she took it.

"You' re fucking crazy," she said.
I got out of the car, stood beside her. "Want nme to drive?"
She didn't answer. W wal ked to the other car, and | got in behind the

wheel , Victoria beside nme. | started the engine, put it in gear, and
backed around the Mazda. | shifted gears, noved through the hedge, then
stopped at the edge of the street. | |ooked at Victoria, who was shaking

her head, but smiling now.
"Do | have to say it?" she asked.
| shook ny head. | let out the clutch, swung the car out onto the street,
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and drove.

© Richard Paul Russo 1992, 2000

This story first appeared in Asinov's Science Fiction,

M d-Dec 1992, and was reprinted in Richard Paul Russo's collection
Term nal Visions (CGolden Gryphon Press, 2000)
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