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Prologue

A FRIDAY MORNING IN early October begins like any other morning in Felicity, Ohio.

But in the basement of the old courthouse at Fourth and Market Streets in the heart of the downtown area, the cold, hard-packed, earthen floor seems suddenly to shift, to recoil, as if something has frightened it, and the scurrying sounds of small creatures within the rough, white stone walls stop, as if the animals are listening intently, trying to figure out what the oncoming, unknown danger might be.

The six jail cells, three on each side of a narrow corridor, are empty. The small, filthy windows high on the back wall of each cell are blank and unseeing, the black metal iron-barred doors standing wide open.

In other places, an open door means welcome. But not here. Not in this dark, damp, dismal place. Here, an open door is an invitation to danger, to despair, perhaps even to death.



Chapter 1

THERE IT SITS. THE oldest building in town, once a mansion, now nothing but a tired, disgusting old structure used as a courthouse and jail. Once upon a time, it was an impressive home, glossy white, with shiny black shutters and parklike grounds. But that was a very long time ago.

Every time I pass it now, my jaw clenches so tight my teeth ache. I think I’m afraid that if I don’t clench my jaw, my mouth will open and I’ll start screaming, “Tear it down, tear it down, bury it under a ton of cement!” And people will think I’m crazy.

But it’s a constant reminder. They have got to get rid of it.

That stupid Women of Heritage group! With their silly prattle about “history” and “preserving tradition,” blah, blah, blah. Wanting to save that ugly old building as if it were an orphaned child or a sick animal. Nothing should be allowed to last so long. Nothing.

It’s ancient and tired and ugly now, an old hound too stubborn to give up. Why can’t they let it die a decent death? And let all of its secrets die with it.

Restore it to its “former glory”? Why? What is wrong with that Keene woman that she can’t let things stay in their natural state? Always fixing up, restoring, preserving, like it’s her mission in life. If she has her way, they’ll have crews in there any day now, digging and poking and prodding, ripping out doors and walls and flooring … and uncovering secrets.

Why should that building survive? It doesn’t deserve to.

I have to come up with something.

I never meant to hurt anyone. Especially Christy. We were friends.

But when we were thirteen, she started experimenting with makeup and hairstyles and clothes she saw in magazines, while I was still all knees and elbows. She looked sixteen years old. I was still an awkward, uncertain thirteen, and she didn’t want to be seen with me, because she was afraid everyone would guess she was the same age as me.

I didn’t understand what was happening. I only knew I didn’t like it. I hated it. I missed her. Friends were so hard to come by way out there in the country, where the farms were spread so far apart.

We all went to half a dozen different elementary schools scattered along rural roads while we waited for high school to come along and rescue us. Going to different schools didn’t matter if we were close enough to hike or bike to one another’s houses. That was true for Christy and Dante and me. He was three years older than us, but out there, that didn’t matter, either. He had other friends, too, friends his own age. People liked Dante. But he still spent time with Christy and me.

On weekends, if we got to go into Felicity together, we liked to sneak in through the coal chute window of the old courthouse, slide down the chute, and play in the basement passageways. We weren’t supposed to, but the town kids did it all the time. It was creepy down there, but fun. Someone told me once that all those gloomy subterranean passageways had been used to hide slaves who’d escaped from the South through the Underground Railroad.

We were careful to stay away from the one corridor that housed the six basement cells. Not that there was ever anyone dangerous in those cells. A drunk or two, maybe, sometimes a transient who’d stolen something from one of the stores in town. I heard there was a murderer there once, some guy who’d killed his cousin over a prize pig. But mostly, the prisoners were harmless.

Still, we avoided that corridor.

Then Dante outgrew those fun escapades. And soon after Christy did, too. It wasn’t any fun by myself.

Everything else changed then, too. Things changed forever for all three of us when Dante looked at Christy one day and saw just how much she had changed. We were just thirteen and looking forward to high school the following fall. He was sixteen.

I saw the look he gave her that one autumn day. I didn’t like it a bit. My stomach felt hollow inside. I knew it meant that nothing would ever be the same again.

Nothing was.

From then on, it was Dante and Christy, Christy and Dante, together all the time. With me on the outside, looking in.



Chapter 2

“MAGGIE! CAN YOU RUN these plans over to the old courthouse before school? They need them over there, and I’m not going to have a free second today.”

Maggie Keene, dressed in a short denim skirt, a white T-shirt, and red boots, was sprawled on her stomach across her unmade bed amid a jumble of pine-green sheets, open textbooks, and papers. In spite of the din created by her CD player, she heard her mother’s shouted request from the foot of the stairs outside her bedroom. She let out a deep, heartfelt groan. She had peer jury hearings before classes began, and a second-period geometry test, for which she was not the least bit prepared. And she hadn’t had a chance to do anything with her hair, which she had shampooed last night before bed and slept on damp, always a gruesome mistake with naturally wavy hair. And now her mother wanted her to run an errand?

She jumped off the bed and stomped to the door, glancing into her dresser mirror as she passed it. The sight of the tall, slender figure in the glass brought forth another groan. “Great!” she muttered, yanking open the door. “I look like a Raggedy Ann doll! Just shoot me now.” A disgusted expression on her angular, fair-skinned face, she ran a self-conscious hand through the short, bronze-colored waves and called down the stairs, “Mom, no can do! Get Dog-face to do it!” Dog-face was her older brother, Darren.

“Your brother has already left. Maggie, please! I’ve got that bazaar tonight, and I’m way behind schedule.”

Dog-face had split already, probably knowing what was coming. Jerk! Why wasn’t she an only child? What would it take to make her one? Nothing legal, unfortunately.

“It will only take you five minutes. You go right by the courthouse on your way to school.” Maggie’s mother stood at the foot of the stairs, looking upward with expectancy in her face, an older version of her daughter’s. Wearing worn jeans and an oversized white sweatshirt that read SAVE OUR ANTIQUITIES, YOU’LL BE ONE SOMEDAY, she smiled up at Maggie. “I’ve got tons of other stuff to do today if we’re going to be ready on time tonight.” Sheila Keene was president of the Women of Heritage Society in Felicity and was spearheading the drive to save the old courthouse. To that end, she had organized a bazaar being held on the courthouse grounds that evening.

Maggie felt a twinge of guilt. What with the start of school and the renewal of peer jury activities, she had helped her mother very little with what had to be an overwhelming task. “Okay, okay. I’ll go! Give me a sec.” Heaving a sigh, she returned to her dresser, where she stabbed at her hair repeatedly with a pink plastic pick. “It wasn’t my idea to save the stupid courthouse,” she muttered as she struggled with the chaotic waves. “If you want my opinion, that old wreck of a building should be put to rest. And everyone on the peer jury thinks the same thing, so it’s not just me. This whole bazaar thing is a huge waste of time.”

Snatching up her suede shoulder bag from its usual resting place on the cluttered floor, Maggie turned away from the dresser.

Her mother, holding out a sheaf of papers, was standing in the doorway. She looked hurt, which told Maggie that she’d overheard the last comment.

“Oh. I didn’t know you were there,” Maggie said, embarrassed.

“That’s obvious.”

“Mom …” Maggie began.

Sheila Keene waved a hand. “Never mind. Your father feels the same way. So does your brother. So does half the town! I don’t even know that we’re going to win this battle. But,” a grin spread across her face, “if we lose the battle, and the building is torn down, the money we raise tonight will go toward that rec center you and your friends want built in its place. So if I were you, I’d try to muster up a little more enthusiasm.”

Maggie relented and returned the grin. She took the papers and the car keys her mother handed her. “Who do I give these to?”

“Anyone. It doesn’t matter. They’re the plans for the renovation.” The hurt look was gone. “And thanks, Maggie. I know your schedule is pretty full. I should have delivered them myself yesterday.”

Shrugging, Maggie said, “Nobody’s perfect. That old dump is right across the street from school anyway. I guess a few extra steps won’t kill me. But do I have to go inside? Can’t I just slip these into the mail slot? I hate that place! Every time I go in there, I think the floors are going to collapse or the ceiling’s going to land on me.”

“You’re exaggerating. If it were that bad, it would have been condemned long ago. People are still working in that building, Maggie, and nothing’s fallen on them. And no, you can’t drop them in the mail slot. I want them hand-delivered, so I know someone got them. Please? Tell you what, as a reward for helping me out this morning, you can keep the van all day. Trudy’s picking me up later for the errands we have to run.”

Maggie pocketed the keys. Passing her mother in the doorway, she said, “Bribery works every time. See you later.”

“Don’t forget, you’re helping out tonight. You’re on the kitchen schedule for eight P.M. sharp!”

“I won’t forget. Not that you’d let me.”

It was a beautiful early autumn morning. The air was warm and sweet, almost like summer, and the leaves were beginning to turn, hinting of the deep purples and scarlets, and the brilliant, blazing oranges and yellows they would soon become. Maggie hadn’t been in the van more than a minute when she found herself relaxing and enjoying the drive down their hill toward the center of town.

The welcoming signs posted at the city limits boasted, FIFTEEN THOUSAND FRIENDLY PEOPLE. Maggie always viewed those signs with a cynical eye. The town itself contained far fewer residents. Reaching fifteen thousand required adding up all of the people in the surrounding rural communities: Arcadia, Muleshoe, Updown, Sugar Hill, Nestegg, and Thompson. Rural students made up half the population at Otis Bransom High School, an ugly, old, gray-stone, three-story structure just around the corner from the supermarket and the ancient courthouse.

Half of Maggie’s classmates in her junior year and all of her closest friends were kids she had never even met until ninth grade. The rural schools included grades kindergarten through eighth. It wasn’t until they were ready for ninth grade that the farm kids piled into big yellow buses and rode into the heart of Felicity, where the high school would be their daytime home for four years.

Freshman year had to be hard for the newcomers, Maggie thought, not for the first time, as she drove down Main Street toward the courthouse and the high school. First, because the rural kids entered a school where the town kids already knew each other. Cliques had already been formed, allegiances sworn, teams established. Second, since ninth-graders weren’t old enough yet to drive, they could only enroll in extracurricular activities if one of the few “late buses” traveled close enough to their homes, most of which, but not all, were farms. For many of them, a high school social life couldn’t really begin until junior year, when they had driver’s licenses. And then only if they had access to wheels to carry them along the dusty farm roads and onto the paved highway into town for practices and games, rehearsals and dances and parties.

Maggie had always been grateful that her family lived in town. If nothing ever happened inside the city limits, even less had to be happening outside them, where there wasn’t even a theater.

When she arrived in the heart of town, quiet this early in the morning, she hesitated. Could the plans wait? Which was more important, being on time for the peer jury hearings, or delivering the plans? It wasn’t as if the renovations were going to begin that day. She could take the plans over later, between classes or even after school. What difference did it make?

She hit a red light at the intersection of Market and Fourth. Otis Bransom High School occupied one corner. The old courthouse, which had actually once been the Bransom family home, occupied another. Everyone called it “the old courthouse” now because a new one was in the process of being built just a block away and was, in fact, almost finished. Soon the old building, a huge, white-pillared pre-Civil War structure, would be emptied, stripped of everything but dust and memories.

Her mother wanted it preserved. Some people agreed with her. Others wanted it torn down. Her mother would probably win. Preserving Felicity’s history was her “cause,” and she almost always overcame any objections.

“That is a really creepy-looking building, even in daylight, even with the sun shining,” Maggie muttered. “Hard to believe a family ever lived in that rotting old place.”

Of course, she knew it hadn’t looked that bad way back then. It was, now, a weary, decrepit structure of peeling paint, sagging shutters, and dying ivy. But old photos of the Bransom House on display at the Women of Heritage offices on Third Street showed a very different image. The pictures reflected a pristine, pillared, white mansion with immaculate grounds and shiny black shutters.

“Can you believe the courthouse ever looked like that?” Maggie’s best friend, Helen Morgan, had said, awestruck, when they saw the photos. “It looks so awful now!”

The shutters were tilting on their hinges. Most of the lawn, except for a long, narrow strip near the kitchen wing, had become a paved parking lot. The lush gardens, front and back, had been mowed down. The mansion itself, seriously in need of a fresh coat of paint, sagged more with every passing year.

Maggie couldn’t have cared less what happened to the ugly old building. But everyone on the peer jury, and just about every other teen in town, wanted it torn down and a rec center built on the site. She had to admit a rec center sounded cool, considering the fact that teen social life in Felicity was sorely lacking. The new mall had only four movie screens instead of eight or twelve like malls she’d read about. Summers were deadly unless you had a pool or the kind of cool parents who let you drive to Cleveland for some fun. From June through August, there was never a single dance held in all of Greene County, unless you counted Friday night square dancing at Jimmy’s Barbecue.

With all of that to deal with, a rec center sounded like a really great idea.

Of course she couldn’t talk about that much at home, because her mother got that look on her face, and Maggie ended up feeling like a traitor.

But if she were running Felicity, a recreation center for teens would already be on the drawing board and the old courthouse would be … well … history.

Conscious of passing time, Maggie tapped her fingers impatiently on the steering wheel and glanced sideways at the old courthouse one more time. And shuddered. She couldn’t help it. Maybe it had been beautiful once, when there was a happy family living there, but now it just looked like somebody’s bad memory, and if you asked her, it should be torn down.

The light turned green. Maggie pressed down on the gas, glad to get away from the building, with its tall, narrow windows staring back at her as if daring her to come inside. She shuddered again, realizing that she would have to do just that when the peer jury began assisting in the transfer of supplies from the old building to the new. That bright idea had come from the principal, Gail Marsh. Something about “taking responsibility in your community as well as here at Otis Bransom High.” Whatever. Maggie was foreperson of the peer jury. No way could she opt out of the chore.

Glancing in her side mirror as she rounded the corner, she noticed only one car behind her, a navy-blue sedan so nondescript she immediately dismissed it. No one she knew would drive such a boring car, so there was no need to wave to the driver, whoever it might be. She pulled into the high school parking lot with one minute to spare before the peer jury hearings were scheduled to begin.

In her rush, she never noticed that the blue car had pulled into a space near her.

In spite of her anxiety about being late, she took the time to stuff into her backpack the roll of plans her mother had given her. Then she jumped out of the van and rushed into the gray stone building.

If she hadn’t done that … if she had instead left the plans in the van and locked the doors, that Friday would have been no different from any other Friday.

But she took the plans with her.

After a brief interval, the driver’s door of the blue sedan opened, and, a moment later, closed again. Footsteps followed Maggie into the high school.



Chapter 3

MAGGIE HEFTED THE GAVEL, loving its smooth, comforting feel. It was solid wood and heavy. A genuine antique. It had belonged to Scout Redfern’s great-grandfather, a judge. Most of Scout’s ancestors were lawyers and judges. Maggie didn’t really need a gavel. She only got to use it when deliberations in the jury room got out of hand. But it was nice to have one. She was touched that Scout had given it to her to prove he harbored no bad feelings when she’d been selected jury foreperson instead of him.

She wouldn’t have blamed him if he’d been ticked. After all, he’d been appointed to the peer jury because of his good grades and his demonstrated leadership abilities (he was an officer of practically every organization at Bransom High). She, on the other hand, had been assigned, not appointed, to jury duty because Ms. Gross, an English lit teacher who was her counselor, couldn’t think of any other way to keep her busy (meaning, Maggie knew, keep her out of trouble).

“What are we going to do with you, Magdalene?” the slim, dark-haired teacher had said in her office at the end of first semester last year. She had sounded exasperated. “You tried drama, and hated it. Then you worked on the school paper with Scout for what, all of six weeks? And quit. He said you were bored. Big surprise. The same thing happened with chorus. It’s a good thing you like sports, but sporting events are not enough to keep your mind occupied. We need something else. Frankly, Maggie,” the teacher added, “the only thing left for you to try is the peer jury.”

“Oh, lovely.” Maggie, slumped in a leather chair opposite Ms. Gross’s desk, her long, jeaned legs stretched out in front of her, had made a face. “Like I really want to be one of those geeky people who smacks a classmate’s hand when he’s been naughty. Now there’s a super way to make friends!”

“You already have plenty of friends,” the teacher had responded sharply. “And if you were interested in collecting more of them, you’d have stayed in drama or on the newspaper or campaigned for an office. What gets me is, your peers don’t seem to mind your inability to stick to anything for very long.”

“That’s because they know I’m a loyal and faithful and true friend,” Maggie joked, realizing she was straining the counselor’s patience. She liked Ms. Gross. But the woman had deliberately returned to Felicity after college and taken a job here, when she could have moved to a big city to teach. Which meant she didn’t mind being bored, so how could she possibly understand why Maggie hated it?

And Maggie did hate it. Very much. She still faced two and a half long, dreary years in Felicity, where nothing much ever happened. They stretched out ahead of her like a jail term. Then she was out of here! On her way to college somewhere far, far away, then to a job in a huge, exciting city. She’d come home on holidays, of course, because it wasn’t as if she didn’t like her family. Her dad had a great sense of humor and was very generous with allowances, and her mother, when she wasn’t so busy reshaping Felicity, was a lot of fun. Dog-face would come home from college, too, and maybe he’d have been magically transformed into a real human being by then.

But it would take a holiday to drag her back to Felicity.

“There are ten members of the jury, not twelve,” Ms. Gross had continued, apparently unaware that Maggie wasn’t really listening. “Sessions are held as often as necessary. They take place either in the morning before classes begin, or after school, whichever time is most convenient for jury members, and last anywhere from an hour to two hours, depending upon the problems presented.”

Maggie lifted her head. “You mean, depending upon the crimes presented. Horrendous offenses like stealing a candy bar from the vending machine or putting feet up on a desk or mouthing off to a teacher.” She twirled an index finger in the air. “I don’t know if I can stand the excitement, Ms. Gross.”

Ignoring the gesture, the counselor continued, “I must caution you, you’ll be dealing with some students who are repeat offenders. They don’t like being disciplined, and they especially don’t like being disciplined by their peers. If anyone gives you any trouble, you must report it to this office or the principal.”

“This office”? Maggie hid a smile. Ms. Gross thought of herself as “this office”? That’s what came of settling in Felicity. The woman didn’t even see herself as a person anymore.

“Many of the students who get into trouble are simply, like yourself, bored.” The counselor’s tone deepened, became stern. “I wouldn’t want to see that happen to you, Maggie.”

“It won’t,” Maggie answered confidently. It wouldn’t. Not because she was afraid of breaking the rules. She wasn’t. But getting out of Felicity required going to college and going to college required a relatively unblemished transcript, no matter how screamingly, achingly bored she got. She wasn’t taking any chances with that transcript. “Okay, so I’ll take a shot at this peer jury thing. Might be fun.”

“It isn’t supposed to be fun.” Ms. Gross frowned as she stood up. “I hope I’m not making a mistake here. The majority of the other nine members are straight-A students, which you could be, too, if you’d apply yourself. I’ve seen your PSATs. And most of your fellow jurors hold office. Two of them are cheerleaders.”

“Oh, wow,” Maggie breathed with what she hoped was the appropriate degree of awe. The teacher missed the sarcasm. Maggie knew the two girls, “Bennie” Sawyer and Tanya Frye, and liked them. But Ms. Gross couldn’t possibly be including Bennie and Tanya in that “majority” of straight-A students. Fortunately for the two girls, good grades weren’t essential for cheerleading duties at Bransom High.

“I expect you to take this seriously, Maggie,” were Ms. Gross’s parting words as Maggie left the office.

Maggie had done just that. She hadn’t exactly planned to. She had thought of it more as a lark than anything else, something to pass the time. Four of her closest friends were already on the ten-member jury, so it wasn’t as if she’d be walking into a group of strangers.

Helen, her hazel eyes wide, had cried, “No kidding? You?”

Alex threw an arm around her shoulders and cried, “Hey, great! I’d already decided we were going to hang out more together this year, now that I’m driving and can hang out in town more. It’s like Ms. Gross read my mind.”

Lane smiled and said, “Cool. We’ll have our very own little club.”

Scout gave Maggie an affectionate but cynical grin and said, “Yeah, well, we won’t print your name on the roster in permanent ink until we see how long you last.”

When she did last, Maggie had probably been more surprised than Scout. Her enthusiasm for the business of debating first innocence and guilt, and then the appropriate disciplinary measures to be taken, had grown rapidly. She had actually begun toying with the idea of going into law someday. The dedication she began bringing to peer jury hearings earned the respect and admiration of her fellow jurors, and at the beginning of this year, she had been selected as foreperson for the first semester. She knew Scout had wanted it, and had expected him to be angry. But the next day he’d given her the antique gavel and told her to use it “in good health.” He had sounded sincere.

When she was seated in the first row of folding chairs in the center of the gym, she pulled her gavel from her backpack, dropped the pack on the floor, and glanced around. “Everybody here?”

“Robert’s not,” Helen volunteered. Tall and broad-shouldered, with a wide, strong face completely devoid of makeup, and light brown hair cut short and straight, Helen looked very much like the athlete that she was. A champion soccer player, the keystone of the girls’ basketball team, and a blue-ribbon swimmer, Helen had long since earned the respect of her classmates at Bransom High. With clear eyes, thickly lashed, and a full, upturned mouth, she could have been very pretty with very little effort. But she was adamant in her refusals of Maggie’s offers to do a “makeover.”

“I couldn’t stand having all that goo on my face,” Helen always demurred, “and I need to keep my hair short like this for sports.”

Lane had told Maggie knowingly, “Helen’s afraid of boys. Anyone can see that. She must have been deeply hurt by one, before we met her.”

Maggie, who knew Helen better than Lane did, wasn’t sure she agreed with Lane. Since when did a lack of makeup signify a fear of the opposite sex? And Helen had confided in her once that she hadn’t had many friends, growing up out in the country. “My social skills,” she had said, laughing lightly, “are practically nonexistent.” But she got along fine with everyone on the peer jury.

“So?” Maggie glanced around the table. “Where is Robert?” Now that she was in place herself, she felt impatient with anyone who wasn’t seated on time. They had three hearings scheduled for this morning. The “judge” and the “accused” and their “lawyers” would be here soon. The jury should be in place.

“Robert isn’t coming,” a deep, unfamiliar voice said from the doorway.

All heads turned.

The boy in the doorway, leaning against the frame as if he’d built it himself, was tall, with long legs in jeans, and wide shoulders in a navy-blue suede jacket over a white T-shirt.

“Oh, wow,” Helen breathed, and Lane declared, “Omigod, it’s John F. Kennedy, Junior! What’s he doing here?” The two cheerleaders sat up very straight, their hands automatically flying to their hair.

He’s a swimmer, Maggie thought, assessing the span of the newcomer’s shoulders. She glanced Helen’s way to see if there was recognition on her face. There wasn’t, so the guy didn’t swim at Bransom. Of course not. If he did, Maggie would have seen him when she went to Helen’s meets. And if she’d seen him, she’d remember him, because that was definitely not a forgettable face. Nice bones. Nice skin, still tanned, although it was too late in the year to be swimming outside. Tennis, too, maybe? He had the shoulders for it. Nice eyes. Bright. Keen, as if they could see things ordinary eyes couldn’t. Were they brown or hazel? His hair was brown, a little wavy around the edges, and recently combed, Maggie thought. Maybe right before he entered the gym? What was he smiling at? No one had said anything funny. No one had said anything at all. But he was smiling. Like he knew something they didn’t.

Well, he did. He knew that Robert wasn’t coming. And why.

“Okay, I’ll bite,” Maggie said coolly. Lane was wrong. This guy didn’t look that much like John F. Kennedy, Jr. His hair was lighter. “Why isn’t Robert coming?”

The boy didn’t move. Four people arrived and passed him in the doorway, but he stayed where he was. Maggie recognized the quartet. It included Susan Blair, this semester’s “judge.” Behind her, his usual sullen expression present, walked James Keith, a sophomore; his girlfriend, Connie Fox; and James’s student “lawyer,” Ralph Santini, who looked like he would rather be taking a pop math quiz blindfolded.

This was James Keith’s third appearance before the peer jury this semester, and it was only early October. He had the personality of a badger, the manners of a hyena, and was as sly and stealthy as a snake. We should just sentence him to the zoo, Maggie thought, feeling James’s hostile glare. He was focusing it only on her. One of the prices she paid for being foreperson.

Susan took her seat behind the judge’s desk, and the other three sat in front of her on folding chairs. James, short and dark and barrel-chested, stared at her arrogantly. Ralph looked far less confident than he usually did. He knew his “client” well. Everyone at Bransom did. No wonder Ralph looked nervous. Connie, a small, pretty girl, wore a bored expression on her face.

“Your friend Robert,” the boy in the doorway said in answer to Maggie’s question, “is waging a tough battle in calculus. He decided his time would be better spent by hitting the books than by meting out justice. He asked me if I’d be interested in taking his place, since I’d mentioned to him that I might be going into law someday. I thought about this jury thing, and it seemed like a good idea. So here I am. That my chair?” he finished, pointing to the empty chair on Maggie’s left.

“You can’t just take someone’s place,” Scout protested. “You have to talk to Mrs. Marsh, our principal, or one of the counselors. You have to be picked.”

Maggie and Helen exchanged an amused look that said silently, Boys! Scout Redfern, who was almost as tall as the boy in the doorway and almost, but not quite, as good-looking, was used to being in charge of things. He obviously wasn’t thrilled by the arrival of another great-looking guy in his territory. Bad enough that a girl had been selected as foreperson. Now, in the doorway, stood yet another threat to Scout’s heretofore peaceful, unchallenged reign at Bransom.

Helen smiled and Maggie shrugged. He’ll get over it, she signaled with her eyes.

“Gotcha,” the new boy replied lazily. “I talked to your principal. She’s okay. A lot friendlier than the headmaster at Cutler Day.”

Phoebe Cutler Day School was a private high school on the outskirts of town, named for one of Otis Bransom’s granddaughters. Very expensive. “Since you’re standing in our doorway,” Maggie said, “and joining our peer jury, isn’t Mrs. Marsh your principal now, too?”

The boy laughed and entered the room. He moved with an easy, comfortable stride that announced a healthy dose of self-confidence. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. But I’ve only been here two days. I haven’t got used to the change yet. Still got jet lag.” Dropping his books on the floor, he slid into his seat.

Maggie’s eyebrows rose. “You flew here from Cutler Day?” she asked dryly. “Short trip. It’s only thirty minutes from town.”

This time, he didn’t laugh. When she looked at him, he was gazing back coolly. His eyes were dark. Very dark brown, almost black. And not all that warm, come to think of it, at least not at this particular moment. Not while he was looking at her. “I meant, I’m still adjusting to the change,” he said. His voice had lost its easy warmth, too. But it warmed again as he turned away from her and spoke to the others. “Thomas Aquinas Whittier,” he said, smiling. “Dump the Thomas, call me Whit. So what should I know about this deal that I don’t? Your … our principal filled me in some, but I’ve never done this gig before. We’re supposed to judge whether or not the culprit is guilty, and then decide if he gets death by hanging or just a slap on the wrist?”

“That’s pretty much it,” Alex Goodman said, his voice friendly. Not as competitive as Scout, Alex seemed happy to have another guy on the panel. “You’re a junior?”

“Yep.” Thomas Whittier kept his face turned away from Maggie. Deliberately, she was sure. Giving new meaning to the expression “cold shoulder.” It actually did feel chilly.

“How come you switched from Cutler Day?” Alex wore a friendly smile. While he wasn’t as gorgeous as Scout, Alex was what most Bransom girls called “cute” or “adorable.” Not that tall, with a face that would still look boyish when he was forty. He was always messing with his dark blond hair, trying, Maggie suspected, to make it lie flat like Scout’s. It never did.

“Two reasons. One, I hated the place. Two, I’m interested in what’s going on with your courthouse here. History in the making. Can’t miss that.”

“Courthouses, plural,” Maggie couldn’t resist correcting. “We have two. For right now, anyway.”

“What I meant. Courthouses.” He still wasn’t looking at her. “I dig architecture. I know some of the history of the Bransom home, and I wanted to be around to see what happens to it. Have they decided yet? Stay … or go? Which is it?”

“I thought you said you were going into law, not architecture.” Maggie saw Helen frowning at her, and knew what the frown meant. Be nice. Maggie ignored it.

Whittier kept his back to her. “I am going into law. Does that mean I can’t be interested in architecture? Is there a rule here that says we’re only allowed to be interested in one thing? Isn’t that kind of limiting?”

Maggie noticed then that Scout looked happier. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him looking so smug. He’s glad this guy doesn’t like me, she told herself, annoyed with Scout. And he’s glad the feeling seems to be mutual. Like he owns me or something.

She did date Scout sometimes. Often, actually. They’d gone to a lot of movies and picnics over the summer. But Scout had a lot of problems, and Maggie never knew what to say to him when he was feeling down. Then, too, she wasn’t interested in getting serious, especially not with someone whose father owned a business in Felicity and would almost certainly offer his only son a very good job right here in town after college. The son would probably take it. And live here forever. Gross.

Scout had a lot of nerve relishing the cold shoulder the new boy was giving Maggie Keene.

Tossing her head in annoyance, she sat up very straight. “Before we start discussing the courthouses and the pros and cons of tearing that old monstrosity down or fixing it up, we have a hearing to conduct here. And two more after that. I suggest we get started if we don’t want to miss our first period classes, okay, everybody?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Whit said, throwing a salute her way.

Of course he didn’t look at Maggie when he said it.

And of course she pretended she didn’t notice.

She nodded at Susan to signal they were all in place, and Susan called the hearing to order.

Throughout that hearing and the two that followed, Maggie had the uneasy feeling that there were eyes on her, targeting her like an X ray. She told herself she was imagining things, but her nerves began to sing a warning. It was hard to concentrate on the business at hand.



Chapter 4

IGNORING THE NEW BOY on her left, Maggie studied her notes. James Keith’s offense, his fourth of the semester, was his most serious to date. He had been caught stealing a set of keys from the maintenance room, where a careless janitor had left them lying on a desk. The keys would have allowed James access to classrooms, which would also have allowed him access to the school’s computers. Aiming to change his grades, Maggie was convinced. As if no one would know.

Although Ralph Santini did his best, he was fighting a losing battle. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” he summed up, “let us not make one of our own the scapegoat here. The maintenance man lost those keys and wants to blame my client for his carelessness. We all know who was in the wrong here, and it wasn’t James Keith.”

Oh, sure it was, Ralph, Maggie retorted silently. You know it, and everyone on this jury knows it. Look up the word “innocent” in the dictionary. James’s name won’t be there.

The jury retired to the jury room. Maggie knew it was an open-and-shut case, and didn’t expect much argument from any of the peer jurors. Not even from the two cheerleaders. She knew for a fact that James had recently tried to steal Bennie’s car, she was always leaving the keys in the ignition when she left her little red sportscar. Maggie also knew that when Tanya had seen him and screamed for help, he’d knocked her down as he ran past her. She’d scraped her elbow and broken her new sunglasses.

James had, of course, denied the episode, saying he was just checking to see who the car belonged to so he could take the keys to the owner. No one could prove otherwise.

Maggie was sure Bennie and Tanya hadn’t forgotten, or forgiven, the incident. They wouldn’t argue with any punishment handed down to James Keith on this fine October morning.

They didn’t.

While ideas on what the guilty party’s punishment might be were tossed around, Maggie noticed that Lane was coolly studying Thomas Whittier, openly and unselfconsciously. Lane was leaning back in her chair, one finger lazily curling a lock of her long, sleek, ink black hair, the very hair that Maggie Keene had coveted since the very first day she saw Lane Bridgewater walking the halls of Bransom High. She had immediately thought wistfully of at least a dozen wonderful things you could do with hair that didn’t frizz up when there was so much as one drop of moisture in the air, and had glared at the new, gorgeous girl, who wasn’t really all that tall but walked as if she thought she were.

Up close, Maggie had realized with relief that Lane wasn’t really beautiful. Lane herself had said laughingly, “I didn’t always look like this. I was scrawny and my hair was short and straight, and I had braces and glasses. I am so grateful I grew up.” Her olive skin was smooth and unblemished, and her eyes were nearly perfect, a deep, dark blue, with thick, smoky lashes, set exactly the right distance apart and topped by perfectly arched brows. But her mouth was too wide, her nose too thin.

Not that a single guy at Bransom High ever noticed those slight imperfections. Every adolescent male head turned when, in their freshman year, Lane Bridgewater arrived at Bransom High. Maggie and Helen always made a point of welcoming the kids who came in from outlying areas and didn’t know anyone in Felicity. So Maggie had swallowed her envy and approached Lane. And discovered three surprising things. The first was, while Lane had been raised in one of the rural areas, she now lived in town. “My dad’s no farmer,” she had said ruefully. “He’s just a construction worker who wanted to grow vegetables. Problem. He didn’t know how. We lost everything we owned. Now he’s a construction worker again, but this time he’s working on the new courthouse instead of owning his own business like he used to.” They were living in a rented house on the east side of town, which made Lane a “townie” now, and accessible for friendship, should anyone be interested.

Maggie was interested. Secretly, she was hoping some of Lane’s cool sophistication would rub off on her. By the time she finally realized it probably wasn’t going to, she liked Lane enough to continue the friendship anyway. That had been the second surprising thing.

Equally surprising was the fact that Helen and Lane got along. As different as they seemed to be at first glance, they had two things in common. Sports, which all three girls loved, and the fact that Helen had once lived in the country, too, although her parents had never farmed. When Helen reached adolescence, they felt she should have the advantages of town life, and had sold their country house to buy a condominium in Felicity. Currently, Dr. and Mrs. Morgan were in Egypt on an archaeological dig, and Helen was boarding with Ms. Gross.

“I love living in town,” Lane said repeatedly. “God, I hated the country! Nothing to do but listen to the hay dry. My dad, the gentleman farmer! He’s still brooding over losing the farm. Me and my mom, we couldn’t be happier. Poor … but happy.”

Poor or not, Lane had a flair for dressing that the other girls envied. She could take a simple skirt and blouse and, by adding an inexpensive print scarf or belt, jazz up the outfit so that it looked like it had been sold to her that way … at one of the better stores in town.

Today, she had dressed in white trousers that Maggie knew she’d bought at the Army-Navy surplus store, topping them with a red-striped boat-neck T-shirt and a matching scarf. Where on earth had she dug up the white yachting cap she was wearing low over her thick, dark bangs? She looked as if she had a date for sailing after school.

There was no body of water large enough for boating in all of Greene County.

Nevertheless, Lane made a very fetching picture, leaning back in her chair, her incredible eyes fixed on Thomas Whittier. If he glanced away from Alex, with whom he was discussing James Keith’s punishment, and noticed Lane … really noticed her, Maggie was sure he’d be hers. Except, Lane already had a boyfriend. There was justice in the world. He was a college boy, of course. Maggie had seen his picture in Lane’s wallet. Cute. Very cute. Almost as cute as the new guy.

Getting back to the business at hand, Maggie said briskly, “Okay, so what have we decided? Death by hanging or a slap on the wrist?” Instantly, she realized that she had stolen Thomas Whittier’s line, and felt her cheeks burn again.

“After-school detention, four weeks,” Alex announced. “Right, everyone?”

Heads nodded.

“Four weeks?” Helen looked dubious. “James will have a fit. That’s the longest he’s ever been given. He’ll hate us all.”

Scout laughed. “Like he doesn’t already. He hates us, he hates school, James hates life. Giving him a lighter sentence won’t change that. Come on, Morgan, peer jury is no place for gutless wonders. James asked for it, and we’re going to give it to him.”

Helen’s cheeks flushed. “I’m not a gutless wonder, Scout. I wasn’t arguing. I was just saying … James can get pretty nasty. I’ve seen him slap trays of food out of people’s hands in the cafeteria. And Tanya almost broke her arm when he knocked her down last week.”

Tanya and Bennie nodded soberly.

“We can handle James,” Scout insisted. “Relax. Let’s go give him the good news.”

Maggie banged her gavel to dismiss the session, and they all trooped out of the room. She didn’t think Whit had noticed Lane. But she couldn’t be sure.

James Keith went ballistic upon hearing his sentence. And he directed most of his fury at Maggie, who had stood up to read the verdict and the sentence.

“Four weeks?” he shouted, his beefy face red with rage. “Are you crazy? I got a job after school! No way can I sit in some stinking classroom for four weeks! You’re supposed to give me a fine, that’s what you did before. I can pay a fine. But I’ll lose my job if I miss four weeks in a row.”

They had given him fines in the past. He always paid them, but it never changed his behavior in the slightest. Which was why they’d decided against it this time.

“Four weeks,” the judge repeated firmly. “From three P.M. to five, Ms. Gross’s office. Be there, James. Or I’ll up it to six weeks.”

James kicked the chair he’d been sitting in, punched Ralph’s arm angrily, and called Maggie names she had only heard in movies, but Susan, the judge, never gave an inch. She finally put an end to James’s tantrum by banging her gavel on the desk and adding a hefty fine to the detention.

“Hey, that ain’t fair!” James’s blonde girlfriend shouted. “You already gave him detention, you can’t fine him, too!”

“Sure I can,” Susan answered, standing up. “I just did. Pay the bailiff, James.”

The “bailiff,” a thin, pale girl named Wendy, went even paler at the idea of being approached by the volatile defendant, but she needn’t have worried. James threw the money at Ralph and ordered him to pay, then stalked out, dragging his girlfriend along with him. When he reached the doorway, he turned and snarled over his shoulder, “You all think you’re so hot! You sit there in them chairs like you’re something special. This ain’t a real court. You’re just pretendin’, like brat kids playin’ grown-up. I lose my job over this, you all better watch out, that’s all I’ve got to say.”

When James had gone, Thomas Whittier turned to Maggie and surprised her by asking, “You really think that’s all he’s got to say?”

“No way. I think James Keith has plenty to say, and I think we should take him seriously. Helen’s right. He’s a bomb waiting to go off. I wish we could have expelled him, but we don’t have the power to do that. Only Mrs. Marsh can do that, and even then she has to let him have a hearing in front of the school board.”

Surprised that she was actually talking to him, Maggie’s lips clamped together. Then she relented. He’d been rude. But now he was being friendly. And she’d been rude, too. Time to make amends. She lifted her head to look straight at him and apologized, “If I was rude, I’m sorry.”

He laughed. “If?”

“Okay, okay, I was rude. Like I said, I’m sorry.”

“You’re forgiven. So what’s next?”

What was next was the case of two girls, best friends, who had cheated on an important test and been caught. They sat white-faced and silent during their hearing, and never opened their mouths, not even when the judge asked for comments from “the accused.” The jury went easy on them. No one liked the idea of cheats at Bransom, but their lawyer insisted it was the first time they’d ever done anything like that, and both girls were so shaken, the jury felt they’d learned their lesson. They were ordered to take another test, a different one, and to write a one-thousand-word essay on the merits of honesty.

The third case was also a girl. Tall, thin, and bony, dressed entirely in shiny black leather, crew-cut hair dyed black, lips flaming red, the accused slid into her seat and slumped down in her chair, impatiently tapping the heels of her black boots on the hardwood floor as her name was announced. “Chantilly Beckwith.”

Helen laughed. “Chantilly? As if. Her real name is Alice Ann Beckwith. I went to grade school with her. She had blonde hair then and was real shy and quiet, just like me.”

Alice Ann, a.k.a. “Chantilly” Beckwith had been accused of beating up another girl. Maggie was shocked by the crime. The closest they’d been to violent crime so far was the tossing of a frog out of a biology classroom window. And that had supposedly been a rescue mission, intent on saving the poor creature.

Like James Keith, Alice Ann did not take well to her punishment, which was a recommendation of suspension, the strongest the peer jury had to offer. The jury couldn’t actually suspend anyone, but the administration would take their recommendation under advisement. In the meantime, Alice Ann still had her real court trial to deal with. The victim’s parents had pressed charges. Alice Ann was not a happy camper when she stomped from the room. The expression on her face was similar to James Keith’s, and a few of the words she directed at Maggie as she stomped from the gym were from the same vocabulary.

As Maggie stuffed the gavel into her backpack, Whit said, “Looks like you’ve got a few people ready to hang you in the town square. Maybe I should walk you to your first class. That Keith guy could be hanging around out in the hall, waiting for you.”

“Hey, man, don’t sweat it!” Scout interrupted, coming up behind them and reaching down to lift the backpack. “She’s okay, man. I’ll see that she’s okay.” To an embarrassed Maggie, he said, “Come on, let’s go. We’ll be late.” And before she could protest, his hand was firmly on her left elbow and he was propelling her from the room.

“What’s the matter with you?” she hissed. “Stop it! That was really rude, Scout.”

When she managed to swivel her head to look over her shoulder, she saw Helen and Lane approaching a bewildered-looking Thomas Whittier, and heard Lane say, “Hi. I’m Lane Bridgewater and this is my friend, Helen Morgan. Anything you need to know about Bransom High? We’d be happy to give you the grand tour.”

Scout was moving so rapidly across the gym floor, Maggie couldn’t hear what the new boy said in return. Probably something like, “Hey, why not? You are totally gorgeous and you don’t have a pushy boy attached to your elbow. Lead the way.”

James was not waiting outside in the hall. There was no sign of him. Alice Ann, too, was nowhere to be seen.

But like Whit, Maggie was convinced she hadn’t seen the last of either one.
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