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  WILD CARD


  Prologue


  “There she is.”


  “That’s her? She’s not what I expected.”


  “What did you think—that she’d have fangs and a bat sitting on her shoulder?”


  “No. But she’s younger than I thought she’d be.”


  “Keep it down, you two. She’ll hear us.”


  Three girls stood at a window, the scene inside the house not much brighter than the night that pressed behind. Their faces reflected the sense of excitement generated by this glimpse into forbidden, adult territory.


  The house that rose high above them was two and a half stories of century-old wood, showing signs of neglect but still impressive despite an overgrown yard and the occasional cracked window. It was the Montagna house, and had always belonged to the same family, passing down from generation to generation, its reputation so much a part of it that it was generally avoided by the people in town.


  The blonde-haired girl pressed closer to the window, her curiosity making her careless.


  “What are you doing?” the brunette hissed, pulling her back.


  “We have to get inside, don’t we? Something from inside Rosalie Montagna’s house. That was item number twelve on the scavenger hunt list.”


  The third girl, a redhead with delicate features and wide, apprehensive eyes, backed away from her friends. “Do you know how much trouble we’ll be in if our parents ever find out we were out here after dark? Mine will have a lock put on my bedroom door, and I’ll be thirty before I ever see the light of day again.”


  The other two looked at her.


  “You were all for this a little while ago,” the blonde reminded her.


  “Yeah, I know, but I didn’t expect it to be so creepy here.” Doubt had crept into the girl’s voice, and she looked around as though expecting the night to reach out and claim her. She wouldn’t have minded leaving—even without the twenty-five points they’d get for bringing back something from the Montagna house—but she couldn’t bring herself to insist. She had to admit there was a thrill in all this. It was the first time she’d ever done anything so completely disobedient, and the fact that the earth hadn’t opened up to swallow her as punishment gave her the boost of courage she needed.


  Besides, she wanted to see more of the inside of that house. They all knew who Rosalie Montagna was. Everyone in town knew about crazy Rosalie.


  Through the window was Rosalie’s large living room, a stone fireplace against one wall. Mirrors adorned the walls, reflecting dozens of Rosalies, her rich dark hair falling to a multitude of slender backs.


  The blonde crept closer to the window again. She’d never seen anything like this before in all her sixteen years, and it fascinated her. She’d once believed herself to be rather sophisticated for her age, but now realized there was a great deal she had yet to learn, that her own experiences barely scratched the surface of life’s secrets.


  Rosalie had a man in there, but that wasn’t surprising. Isolated from the townspeople who mocked her almost as much as she scorned them, Rosalie held a fascination for the men in town, stealing them briefly from their wives and girlfriends, offering them a glimpse into a dangerous place.


  The light from a single lamp caught Rosalie’s hair as she sat on the velvet-covered sofa. Her head was thrown back, her neck white and vulnerable, the front of her dress opened to reveal the gentle swell of her breasts. Laughter tumbled from her lips as, eyes closed, she held the man’s head between her breasts.


  Then Rosalie lifted her hand and brought a bottle to her lips. She took a long swallow, a little of the amber liquid spilling to the base of her throat, pooling there.


  The man lifted his head and put his lips to the spot, his tongue darting out to lick up the liquid.


  The girl gasped and backed away from the window. Her feet caught in the weeds and she fell, landing hard on her butt, her hands going to her mouth to stifle the little cry that wanted to escape.


  “Are you okay?” the brunette whispered, kneeling beside her.


  She nodded and got to her feet. A quick look in the window revealed that the living room was now empty. “Where’d they go?”


  “Probably to the bedroom. Did you see what they were doing? Everyone is right—Rosalie is a whore. I couldn’t see who the man was, could you?”


  The girl shook her head. “No. Maybe we should just leave. I don’t care about this scavenger hunt anymore.”


  “This is our best chance. If they’ve gone into the bedroom, we can get inside now and take something. It doesn’t have to be much, just some little thing she won’t even miss.” The brunette walked to a door several feet to the right of the window and tried the handle. The door opened with a faint squeak of rusty hinge. “Come on, it’ll only take a minute, and we already know that everyone else is too chicken to try for this. If we get something, we’ll win.”


  All three girls went inside the house, sneakers silent on the carpet, staying close together.


  “Grab something, quick, and let’s get out of here,” the redhead whispered, her cheeks showing two bright spots of color.


  They looked around the room, their curiosity temporarily overcoming caution. This was a place only speculated about, and they wanted to remember as much of it as possible.


  The brunette stepped away from her friends and went to the fireplace. On the mantle rested a small wooden box, about the size of her hand, its lid painted with the faded silhouette of a tree. It looked old.


  The redhead picked up the half-empty bottle of whiskey from the couch. “Here, I have something.”


  The blonde shook her head. “No, they’ll never believe we got that here. They’ll think one of us took it out of our own house.”


  “Well, we’ll tell them we got it here. Why shouldn’t they believe us?”


  “Because Scotty Trebek is going to be furious that his team didn’t have the guts to come here and we did, and he’ll say anything to make us lose. We have to get something that everyone will know came from here.”


  The girl at the fireplace wasn’t listening as her friends argued. The little box held her attention, and she reached out to lift the lid. The smooth surface warmed her fingertips as though it held a life of its own, or some power that, though she wanted to pull back, grabbed at her and demanded that she gaze upon the mysteries inside.


  She opened it and saw the name of the owner carved crudely on the inside of the lid, the letters looking strangely childish and uneven. The box contained a deck of cards, but slightly larger and much thicker than the usual deck of playing cards. The top card showed a plain blue surface with a small black crown in the center.


  The girl lifted the top card and turned it over, and there saw the figure of a woman sitting on a throne, a golden cup held in one hand. The queen of something—but what? None of the usual suits, certainly, but something stronger, the queen ruling but also secondary, for there was surely a king somewhere in that deck.


  Unable to resist the pull of the cards, the girl closed the lid of the box and held it possessively to her chest. This had nothing to do with the childish game she and her friends were playing tonight. She wanted these cards without knowing why, but feeling that if she left without them she would soon forget this fleeting visit to the unknown, that it would fade like a half-remembered dream. The cards would be a reminder, tangible evidence of this place and her entrance into Rosalie’s world.


  An overhead light came on so suddenly that it blinded them all, and an angry voice filled the room. “What are you doing here?”


  Rosalie stood in the doorway, her hand still on the light switch, a flowing blue robe thrown carelessly over her shoulders. Beneath the robe she was nude, and she made no attempt to pull the garment together or to cover herself. She was as regal as the queen on the top card of the deck, but so outraged that her dark eyes flashed, and her breath came in little puffs of indignation.


  The girls stood as three frozen statues, caught under the lights like bugs under a microscope.


  The redhead moved first, backing toward the door through which they’d entered, ready to run for it.


  “What’s that you have, little girl?” Rosalie demanded. When she saw the hinged box her eyes narrowed. “Put that down,” she ordered. “That won’t do you any good. It’s mine.”


  Two of the girls fled. Closer to the open door, they were out almost before Rosalie had completed her sentence.


  Only the brunette remained, in the center of the room, her prize clutched tightly in both hands.


  Rosalie took a step forward, red lips parted over her teeth. She looked capable of taking a bite out of anyone who crossed her. “I said that’s mine. And I want it.” Her dark eyes were slits. “What are you doing here, anyway? Is it a dare? That’s usually what brings your type. Come to see Rosalie the witch? Rosalie the seducer of men, the stealer of babies? Only a small part of what you hear about me is true, little girl. But the part that is true—that’s what you have to watch out for.”


  The space between Rosalie and the girl narrowed by the moment.


  She couldn’t look away from Rosalie’s eyes, that beautiful face that loomed so close now that she could have reached out and touched it.


  The girl turned and ran.


  Rosalie sprang, but too late, and the girl actually felt Rosalie’s fingers brush the back of her blouse before she was out of the house, following her terrified friends by the sound of their noisy flight as they crashed through the bushes and low branches of the trees around the house.


  She ducked her head, knocking aside the twigs that tangled themselves in her hair, expecting Rosalie to catch her arid drag her back into the house to meet some horrible fate.


  But when Rosalie called, her voice was far behind, stopped at the doorway by some unseen barrier.


  “The cards won’t do you any good,” Rosalie shouted. “Only a true Montagna woman can use those cards to their full advantage. To anyone else they’re useless. Blood is the strongest bond, child. The only bond.” Her voice changed to a plea. “Bring them back to me.”


  The girl lost her sense of direction in the dark, and could no longer hear her friends. She stopped running only when her breath was gone, when she burned with a pain that constricted her lungs in her chest. Tears streamed from her eyes, and she wiped a sleeve across her face, smearing dirt along one cheek.


  “There you are!”


  She squealed and spun around, and saw the pale, slightly freckled face of the redhead.


  “We’ve been looking all over for you,” the redhead said. “We were just about ready to go back to town to get help. How would we ever have explained losing you out here?”


  Together they headed for the road, where the blonde waited. When she saw them approach she laughed with relief. “Did you see her? She was naked and she didn’t even care. She must be crazy. I’ll bet if she’d have gotten her hands on us, no one would’ve ever seen us again.”


  “Do you think she’ll call our mothers and tell them we were here?”


  “No way. She doesn’t talk to any of the women in town. Besides, she doesn’t even know our names.”


  “I was so scared.”


  “Me, too. I’m never coming back here.”


  “Where’s the car? My sense of direction is all messed up.”


  “It’s over this way. Let’s get out of here.”


  The dark-haired girl looked at the box she had somehow hung onto throughout her flight, and now she wondered why she had been so determined to keep it. If she’d given it back, as Rosalie had wanted, she wouldn’t now be filled with this sense of doom, as though she’d reached her hands into Hell and pulled out a piece of brimstone.


  The blonde saw it. “Geez, is that what she was hollering about? I guess we have our item for the scavenger hunt, but I’ll never know how you had the nerve to take it. Do you think it’s true what people say about Rosalie being a witch?”


  “It’s true,” the girl said, wiping one hand on her jeans, trying to remove the imprint of the box from her palm.


  They began to walk toward the car.


  “I’m glad it’s over with, but wait till the others hear that we really went inside,” the blonde said. “Scotty Trebek will pee his pants with envy.”


  Part One


  Chapter One


  The largest package slipped from Fran McGee’s arms just as she was closing the car door, but by quick maneuvering she was able to catch it before it hit the ground. Pulling it back up she almost lost another package, and for a minute was caught up in a comical game of catch-the-bag, no sooner getting a grip on one before another threatened to slither loose.


  When she finally had them all together in her arms she wondered why she hadn’t thought to make two trips into the house. It wouldn’t have taken any longer than this little exhibition had. Too late now. She headed for the house and realized, once she reached the front door, that she would have to put all her packages down anyway to unlock it.


  Cursing and laughing at her lack of foresight, she entered the house a minute later with her packages and dumped them on the nearest chair.


  From outside, the house didn’t look much different from many others in Xavier, California, population less than ten thousand. It was done in the popular Spanish style: white stucco with red tile roof, black wrought iron trim, softly rounded edges rather than squared corners. The house was attractive without being ostentatious, a little nicer than most in the neighborhood, but not enough so as to cause resentment.


  The McGees believed that too showy a display of wealth didn’t make for good business relations in a small town.


  Once inside, though, the furnishings were expensive and plush, leaving no doubt as to the quality of everything from the thick beige carpet to the original artwork on the walls.


  This was Fran’s private domain, and once inside that front door she enjoyed the benefits of her husband’s law practice. And why not? They’d worked hard to get where they were.


  Fran slipped out of her shoes and padded through the living room, following the sound of laughter that drifted in from the back of the house, from the direction of the pool. Pulling open the sliding glass door, she saw her daughter and a friend splashing in the chlorinated water, their voices louder now without the barrier of glass between them and Fran.


  “Hi, girls,” Fran called.


  One of the teenagers, her dark hair slicked back on her head, peeked over the edge of the pool. “Oh, hi, Mom,” Mick McGee said. “When did you get home?”


  “Just now. I bought you some new jeans.”


  “Are they acid-washed?”


  Fran smiled at her. “Would I dare buy you anything else?” She liked shopping for her daughter and had been forced, over the years, to keep up with the current styles lest she be faced with returning merchandise Mick refused to wear. It kept her on her toes, but she refused to do as so many of her friends had and give up entirely, letting Mick do her own shopping. She was at least reasonably certain Mick would like everything she’d bought for her today.


  The other girl in the pool, Quinn Baker, pulled herself out of the water and walked dripping to the diving board. She stood poised on the end of the board, her blonde hair plastered to her head, her figure slim in a modest one-piece suit that had been Mick’s the year before. She jumped, hitting the water feet first, and surfaced a moment later beside Mick. Quinn smiled at Fran, water running down the end of her nose and catching in her thick eyelashes. They were both uncommonly pretty girls, tanned already even though it was only mid-summer.


  A movement to her left caught Fran’s attention, and she stepped out of the way just as another girl hurried past, also wearing a swimsuit, but without the tan of the other two girls.


  “Hi, Mrs. McGee,” Lee Sternhagen said as she dashed past, then ran to the pool and jumped in, long legs flying over the heads of her friends. Lee was a redhead, and her pale skin refused to tan no matter how much time she spent in the sun, so that she looked like the “before” picture in a tanning lotion advertisement. She hit the water with a loud splash, and Mick and Quinn shouted their protests.


  “Are you girls hungry?” Fran asked after Lee had surfaced. “I could fix some sandwiches if you want.”


  “We had some Froot Loops a little while ago,” Mick told her mother.


  Fran wrinkled her nose and said, “Not a very nutritious lunch.”


  The girls held a brief, whispered conference at the edge of the pool, then Mick said, “Yeah, I guess we could use some sandwiches “


  “Ham okay?”


  “Sure.”


  Fran went to the kitchen to prepare a decent lunch for the three teenagers, marveling at their ability to eat without gaining weight. She wouldn’t dare top a lunch of cold cereal and milk with a sandwich—or anything else—but these girls didn’t yet have to worry about watching their figures. They were all beautifully slender, no doubt the result of a high metabolism that went with their age, and she felt a moment of envy for them. Mick especially seemed able to eat anything she wanted, from fried foods to an endless supply of buttered popcorn, and didn’t have a spare inch of flesh to show for it. The day would probably come when she would have to change her eating habits, but for now Mick was enjoying the luxury of being able to indulge in anything that struck her fancy.


  Fran fixed four sandwiches, including one for herself, remembering to make one with butter, because Lee didn’t like mayonnaise, and to put a leaf of lettuce on another, as Mick preferred.


  When she was finished she cut all the sandwiches in half and arranged them on one big plate. She then cabled the girls in to eat, and sat at the table to wait.


  “Lunch is ready, let’s chow down,” Mick said, pulling herself up and out of the water near the deep end of the pool.


  Lee reached for a towel on a nearby lawn chair and dried herself off as best she could. “I hope she remembered not to put mayonnaise on mine,” she said.


  “I’m sure she remembered,” Mick said. “I wonder why Mom is buying clothes for me already. School doesn’t start for another month and a half.”


  “She’s probably wishing it was sooner.”


  “Maybe she’s going to send you off to camp.”


  “No way. I stopped going to summer camp when I was twelve.”


  “She probably misses those days.”


  Mick rolled up a towel and snapped it at Quinn, the one who’d made this comment, but Quinn easily jumped out of the way.


  “I wish my mother would still buy my clothes,” Lee said. She rubbed the towel over her head, making her hair stand up in little red points. “Once I started babysitting she decided it was time I did my own shopping. That’s not so bad, I guess. Her taste was really horrible. Remember that blouse with the puffy sleeves she bought me when I was fourteen? God, it was ugly.”


  “Yeah, and she even made you wear it.”


  “Until I accidentally spilled ink down the front of it.”


  “Some accident.”


  As soon as they were dry, they went inside the house and sat at the kitchen table with Fran.


  Mick took diet colas from the refrigerator for everyone, then remembered the new clothes and ran into the living room to inspect her mother’s choices. “Oh, I love them,” she said, coming back to the kitchen with the new jeans held in front of her. “I’m going to wear them tonight.”


  “I thought you’d save them for school,” Fran said, knowing already that this was a lost cause.


  “Do I have to? Lee and Quinn and I are going to a movie tonight, and I don’t have anything new to wear.”


  “You have a closet full of perfectly good clothes,” Fran reminded her.


  “That stuff is all old.”


  “Some of it as much as a month,” Fran said, then smiled. “Oh, I don’t care if you wear them right away. I knew when I bought them that they’d never get through the summer without being broken in.”


  Mick happily draped the jeans over her lap as she sat at the table, and Fran could only sigh. Probably Mick would immediately slash the knees of the jeans with a razor blade, then wash them so the cut edges would fray, as was the current style. Fran had even seen jeans in the stores already cut in such a way, but had been unable to bring herself to spend eighty dollars on a pair of pants she herself wouldn’t keep for the rag bag. That was a little too much, even for her.


  The girls chattered happily as they ate, and Fran sat quietly, enjoying their company. They didn’t exclude her, and once in a while even made an effort to make her a part of their conversation, but Fran knew the teenagers didn’t feel free to talk openly in her presence. She was an adult, after all, and the talk centered mostly around how boring summer was, and other safe subjects until she’d finished her sandwich and told them she had things to do. She knew that as soon as she left the room they would heave a collective sigh of relief, but she didn’t begrudge them their little secrets. She’d been the same way at their age.


  “Have you heard about Blaire Campbell and that boy she’s been going out with—Charlie?” Lee whispered as soon as Fran was safely out of range.


  “No, what?” Mick asked, pulling the crust from her sandwich.


  “They were parking out by Harris Lake the other night, and Blaire’s father drove up and dragged her home.”


  “He didn’t!”


  “Yeah, he did. And Blaire was so embarrassed that she doesn’t know if she’ll be able to look Charlie in the face again.”


  “I’d be embarrassed, too. Her parents are so strict, it’s a wonder they even let Blaire out of the house.”


  “Her father is really awful,” Mick said. “Wasn’t he in the Marines, or something?”


  “Yeah, and he treats his whole family like they were in boot camp. He didn’t like Charlie before because Charlie is in college, and Mr. Campbell thinks he’s too old for Blaire. This is going to make it even worse. He might tell Blaire that she can’t see Charlie anymore.”


  “Is that what Blaire says?” Quinn asked.


  “It’s what she’s afraid is going to happen. So far, though, she’s only grounded for two weeks.”


  “Two weeks in that house—yuk.”


  When they were finished eating, Mick carried the plate to the sink and rinsed it. She knew she was lucky that her parents trusted her, and didn’t keep tabs on her every move or embarrass her in front of her friends. Maybe it had something to do with her being an only child. But Quinn was an only child, too, and her father kept a pretty close eye on her. Apparently, Mick had just lucked out in the parent department.


  She picked up her new jeans from where they’d fallen to the floor and saw that Quinn and Lee were heading toward the front door. “Don’t you want to stay and swim a little longer?” she asked, following them.


  “I’d better go. I’ve got to wash my hair if I’m going to look halfway decent tonight,” Lee said.


  “Me, too,” Quinn agreed. “And I told my mother I’d have the car back early ’cause she has to work four to nine tonight at the store.”


  Mick walked them to the door and promised she would pick them both up in time for the movie later, then watched as Quinn backed her mother’s rattletrap out of the driveway. When they were gone she carried her jeans to her bedroom and tossed them on the bed, along with the two sweaters her mother had also bought that day.


  She liked the sweaters, but it would be months before the weather would grow cool enough to wear them, so she promptly forgot all about them. The jeans were another matter. Going to the jewelry box on her chest of drawers, Mick opened it and found the single-edged razor blade she kept there.


  Then she did what her mother had known she would do: she slit open the knees of the jeans, added a couple of nicks on one thigh for good measure, and proudly examined her work.


  She was putting the razor blade back when she saw that her top drawer was slightly open. She’d left it that way herself earlier, but such carelessness seemed an invitation she didn’t wish to extend.


  Mick reached inside the drawer, and her hand immediately found the squared corners of the little box she’d hidden there, beneath her scarves and underwear. She took the box out and opened the lid. There was the thick deck of tarot cards. She would have to find a better hiding place for them. If her mother ever ran across these cards in her room, Mick knew she would have a heck of a time explaining how they’d come to be in her possession.


  “Mick,” her mother’s voice called from down the hall. “Did you leave these towels all over the bathroom floor?”


  Mick had jumped guiltily at the sound of her mother’s voice. “Yeah, sorry,” she hollered. She shoved the box back in the drawer, farther back this time. She closed the drawer carefully. She would hide them somewhere else later, but for now she couldn’t be bothered. There were other, more important things for her to think about now. Like which blouse she was going to wear with her new jeans tonight.


  The town of Xavier sat nestled in a little valley about sixty miles east of the Pacific Ocean, still somewhat isolated despite the gradually approaching cities to the north and south. It had one movie theater—albeit a theater with three screens—several restaurants, and the usual assortment of alcoholics, cheating spouses and, once or twice a year, minor drug bust.


  It had only one high school, and most of the students there dreamed of leaving someday for more exciting territory.


  Through the month of June, Mick and her friends enjoyed every moment of summer vacation. They spent it either swimming in Mick’s pool or cruising the streets in her car, looking for adventure they rarely found. If they were feeling especially restless, they would drive down to Tijuana for the day to giggle at their broken Spanish and drag home bargains that would be in the garbage within the week.


  By July they were growing bored with these activities. School started to look more attractive, if only as a social gathering place.


  August brought stifling heat and short tempers. The air conditioning was turned on. They looked forward to the beginning of classes.


  Mick went with her parents to Colorado for the third week of the month, where her mother had a married sister. For seven days Mick explored the beauty of the mountains and became reacquainted with cousins she saw at the most once a year. She sent three postcards to Lee and four to Quinn.


  Only Fran was reluctant to return home when the week was up. She didn’t see enough of her sister, and since her parents had died a few years before—together, in a car accident—her small hometown held less and less appeal for her. Every year she and Brady discussed relocating to nearby San Diego, but so far nothing had come of it.


  “Did Donna look tired to you?” she asked Brady as she pulled wrinkled clothing from their suitcases. She’d done some shopping while visiting her sister, and the suitcases had been brought home filled to the bursting point.


  Brady, on the other side of the room, opened his closet door. “She has five kids; of course she looked tired,” he said.


  “The kids have never bothered her before,” Fran said. “She was always the original Earth Mother, ready to nurture the world. She wouldn’t have stopped at five if Del hadn’t finally put his foot down.”


  Brady pushed aside some of the clothes in his closet, trying without much luck to make some room for the shirts Fran had bought for him in Denver. “But three of her children are now teenagers,” he added. “That’s enough to turn my hair gray just thinking about it. If you think she needs a break, invite her here for Christmas—without the kids.”


  “Maybe I will.”


  “She’d probably enjoy it. Has she ever gone anywhere without that menagerie?”


  “Not in seventeen years.”


  “There—what’s that tell you?” Brady gave up on his closet, even though he’d promised himself that this time he would help Fran unpack, and went to her and pushed her down on the bed. It was a tight squeeze among the suitcases, but he found room.


  “Hey,” she protested, laughing. “I have work to do.”


  “It’ll keep. Let’s fool around.”


  “In the middle of the day?”


  “We used to all the time.”


  Fran struggled, not too hard, to get away. “Mick—”


  “Left fifteen minutes ago,” Brady gloated. “I heard her car leave.”


  “You’ve figured out all the angles, haven’t you? Is that what makes you such a good attorney?”


  “Without a doubt.”


  Brady had managed to make Fran abandon all thoughts of unpacking. They cuddled on the crowded bed, bits of their clothing finding its way from their bodies onto the floor. At one point Brady kicked a suitcase off the bed, and they were able to stretch out. Their tranquility was broken by a series of shouts from next door.


  Sitting up, Brady looked disoriented for a moment, then looked toward their open bedroom window. “Christ, it sounds like someone is being murdered next door.”


  “It’s the Thomsen kids,” Fran said. She got up from the bed and went to the window to peek through the curtains. Because they’d been gone the central air wasn’t turned on, so they’d opened some windows to air out the house. The result was that all the sounds they didn’t usually hear were now magnified and very distracting.


  The Thomsens next door had seven foul-mouthed children who ran around unsupervised in the neighborhood. Once Fran had looked out the front door of her own house to see little Debbie Thomsen, two years old at the time, dressed only in her panties and standing in the middle of the street. She’d gone outside and retrieved the toddler, but when she knocked on the door of the house next door, Debbie’s mother had only looked at her with a blank expression, said, “Oh,” when Fran explained that Debbie had been in the street, then pulled the little girl inside and slammed the door.


  That had been only one incident in a long chain of unpleasant events. When the McGees began to find small things around their property missing, they’d added another two feet to the top of the fence that surrounded their yard, and a new, stronger lock to the gate. The thefts had stopped then, but the older Thomsen children still liked to fight at the tops of their lungs, and sometimes Brady and Fran couldn’t help but overhear.


  Brady was behind Fran at the window but, because of the fence, they couldn’t see anything of what was going on. However, they could hear plenty.


  “Someone should wash those kids’ mouths out,” Brady said after a particularly choice string of four-letter words drifted their way.


  “Who?” Fran asked. “Their mother? She’s who they learned it from.” Her blouse was open halfway down the front, and Brady suddenly remembered that they had unfinished business.


  “Forget about them,” he said, pulling her away from the window. “School will start again soon, and then all the little Thomsen monsters will be directing their energies elsewhere.”


  “Ah, yes—school,” Fran said as she let herself be eased back down on the bed. “I wonder if Mick has enough—”


  Brady silenced her with a kiss, and Fran forgot all about Mick, as well as the kids next door.


  Chapter Two


  Mick closed the bathroom door, shutting out the sounds of the party in the other room.


  Not that it was much of a party. A dozen kids, fifteen at the most, gathered in the living room listening to tapes and munching on snacks. There was some conversation, but it was mostly listless, as though the prospect of school starting in two days had already sapped them of all their vitality.


  Where had the summer gone? Mick wondered. It seemed as though only yesterday she’d been hanging around the pool in her back yard, wishing for something to do, and now, all of a sudden, the summer was gone.


  The bathroom Mick found herself in was small, with chipped tiles around the toilet and a single dim bulb over the mirror. She looked at her reflection under the poor lighting. The shadows that dipped beneath her eyes and cheekbones made her look like a cadaver.


  Still, it was nice to have some time to herself, even if it was only a few minutes stolen in a strange bathroom.


  Someone knocked on the door.


  “I’ll be right out,” she called. So much for privacy. She sighed and ran a hand through her shoulder length, dark brown hair.


  The party was supposed to be a celebration of summer’s end. The school year would officially begin on Monday, and for most of those in the other room it would also mark the beginning of their senior year at Xavier High.


  Some were looking forward to it; others were dreading it. Mick remained undecided. School wasn’t that big a challenge for her. She got decent grades with very little effort, and was on good terms with most of the teachers. She had her own small circle of friends, and although she wasn’t likely to be voted prom queen—that was a privilege usually reserved for the head cheerleader—she dated as much as she wanted.


  There was a repeat of the knocking on the door, but this time it was accompanied by a familiar voice. “Mick, let me in, it’s me.”


  Mick opened the door, and Lee squeezed into the small room, closing the door behind her. “What are you doing?” Lee asked.


  “Hiding out.” Mick sat on the lowered toilet seat and rested her elbows on her knees. “I was bored to death out there.”


  “Do you want to leave? There’s got to be something else going on somewhere in town.”


  “I’d like to, but Stu will get his feelings hurt if we take off early,” Mick said. “It was nice of him to volunteer his house tonight while his parents are out of town.”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Lee leaned against the sink. Her short red hair was brilliant even under the dull light. She wore a loose T-shirt over faded jeans, and on her feet were one red sneaker and one yellow.


  There wasn’t much room in the bathroom for the two of them, but Mick and Lee were reluctant to leave.


  “Hey, you want to see something really scary?” Mick asked, a mischievous expression playing over her features.


  “Sure—what?”


  “Look in the mirror.”


  Lee turned and gasped. “Oh, my God.” She looked even worse under the light than Mick had, because her pale skin took on an eerie quality with the elongated shadows beneath her eyes. She leaned closer to the mirror, one hand on her cheek. “I look twenty-five years old,” she murmured.


  “Gruesome, isn’t it? I’ve never met Stu’s mother, but she must either be so gorgeous that she doesn’t need special lighting to make her look good, or so awful that it doesn’t matter.”


  Lee was still examining her reflection. “Summer vacation is over, and I didn’t get a bit of tan,” she said. “My skin is as white now as it was in the middle of January. What’s the good of living in California if I can’t even tan?”


  “It could be worse.”


  “How?”


  “You could be one of those redheads who are covered with freckles. You don’t have any freckles at all. You used to have a few when we were kids, but even those are gone now.”


  “And you used to tease me about them.” Lee turned to look at Mick.


  “Yeah, I was a rotten kid, I admit it. But you used to call me bird-legs, so we’re even.”


  “Well, you did have the skinniest legs in town.”


  “And Quinn had the flattest chest.” Mick laughed and rocked on the toilet seat. “Remember how the three of us used to stand in front of the full length mirrors at my house and moan about all our physical flaws?”


  “Yeah. Hey—you haven’t said anything about Denver. How was it? Was there anything to do, or did you spend the whole week visiting relatives?”


  “It wasn’t bad,” Mick said. “Our second night there my cousin Britney and I told our mothers we were going to a movie, but we went to her boyfriend’s house instead. Then when we got home we had to try to describe the movie we’d just seen. I told Mom it was a comedy, but at the same time Britney was in the kitchen telling her mother we’d been to a tear-jerker.”


  “Did you get caught?” Lee asked, knowing already that Mick led a charmed life and always had. If Mick talked in class, the teacher would turn around and accuse the girl behind her. Mick got exposed to chicken pox, but somehow passed it on to Quinn without getting it herself. Policemen never saw her speeding, and on the few occasions she lied to her parents she was never found out.


  “No,” Mick said, thus confirming what Lee already knew. “I guess they never compared notes, because they never said anything to us about it. Britney was a wreck for a couple of days afterwards. She was sure they’d figure it out.”


  On the other side of the bathroom door someone turned up the volume on the stereo, so that it actually sounded as though there was a party going on out there. It reminded both girls that they’d been in the bathroom too long, and it was time to go back out and join the crowd.


  “Where’s Quinn, anyway?” Mick asked as she got up from her seat. “She disappeared a half hour ago, and I haven’t seen her since.”


  “She went into the kitchen to get more food and didn’t come back,” Lee said. “She’s probably hiding out in there just like we’ve been doing.” She opened the door and made a sweeping, after-you gesture with her arm. “But we’d better get back to the others, or they’re going to think we’re hot for each other.”


  “You only wish,” Mick said, hurrying past before Lee could hit her.


  Quinn had taken refuge in the kitchen, but for a different reason than Mick and Lee. While they’d been bored by everyone’s lack of enthusiasm, Quinn didn’t like parties much in general, and had only come to this one because her date had insisted. She liked Jack enough to do what he wanted on most of their dates, even though he rarely showed her the same consideration. Jack’s idea of a good time was to drink beer until
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