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Night Visitor…



Laurel crept out of bed, pulling her robe around her. She went into the living room, not bothering to turn on lamps. She had lived in this house most of her life. She could walk around the rooms blindfolded. She reached the end table and picked up the phone receiver. No dial tone. The phone was dead. That was odd. Had the snow brought down phone lines? She’d try the kitchen phone.

As soon as she stood, she noticed something wrong with the room. The corner. It didn’t look right. The angle seemed off. Or was it just moonlight reflecting off the snow in a peculiar way? She stepped away from the couch, never taking her eyes off the corner. She caught a twitch of movement. It wasn’t a trick of the light. Someone was in here with her. Her mouth went dry. “Who’s there?” she asked, barely above a whisper. A shadow separated itself from the wall. Her heart slammed against her ribs and she whirled.

She’d only managed three steps before something cracked against her skull, sending her into oblivion…
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To my niece Kelsey
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Prologue



Angela Ricci wished again she had a dog. She’d always wanted one, but her fastidious ex-husband said they were dirty. Stuart Burgess. How could she have ever found such a creep attractive? What a pain he’d been to live with, constantly washing his hands, throwing a fit if he found a spot on his tie, developing a migraine when he came home to find the place looking like anything other than a museum.

But she’d been divorced from Stuart for a year. The settlement had been generous. Very generous. And why not? Stuart wasn’t as fastidious about his personal liaisons as he was about the externals of his life. He would die if anyone found out about his taste for prostitutes. Young male prostitutes. She’d never threatened to tell. She wouldn’t have told, both because she didn’t want the negative publicity and because Stuart had a dangerous streak that frightened her. Fortunately, paranoid Stuart had perceived a threat from her and decided money would keep her silent.

He’d retreated to their large upstate home and given her the brownstone in Manhattan. Ever practical, she’d rented the second and third floors—much to Stuart’s snobbish dismay—and redecorated the first floor for herself. Now the place no longer looked like a museum. She had a warm and inviting home with a lovely courtyard in back, the perfect place for a dog—a big, protective dog. But she’d never gotten around to buying one, and now she regretted it because lately she’d begun to feel uneasy here. She couldn’t remember exactly when the uneasiness began. A week ago? No, longer. The feeling was worse when she returned from the theater at night. Even though she was exhausted from singing and dancing all evening, as the star of one of the most popular musicals on Broadway, she came back to the brownstone feeling lonely and scared. A dog would definitely make her feel less alone and much safer.

She was more tired than usual tonight. Maybe it was the cold. Or maybe it was because her new fiancé, Judson Green, had been out of town for a week. She missed him terribly. In three more days he would be home. Three endless days.

Angela stripped and stood under a hot shower for ten minutes until some of the tension began to leave her neck. She was toweling off when she thought she heard something in the house. She couldn’t identify the sound. It wasn’t like something falling over. It was much softer, much…stealthier.

Angela paused, startled by the word that had popped into her mind. Abruptly she dropped the towel and reached for her heavy terry cloth robe, sliding it on as if she were donning a suit of armor. Her heart thudding, she pushed her long black hair away from her face and stepped slowly into the bedroom. Everything looked neat, undisturbed. Quickly she dashed to the dresser, opened the top drawer, and withdrew the .38 automatic she’d bought after the divorce. Stuart would never have allowed her to have a gun.

Holding the weapon with trembling hands, she passed through the dining room and into the living room, flipping on lights. In the living room she punched on the security system, furious with herself for having forgotten to do so as soon as she came in tonight. Her carelessness about safety had always driven Stuart crazy.

She paced through the brownstone once more, turning on the lights in every room. Fifteen minutes later, the place blazing with electric illumination, Angela fixed a glass of brandy and sat down, the gun in her lap.

She had never been the fearful type, not even as a child. True, there was that awful period thirteen years ago when she’d been troubled by nightmares, but who wouldn’t have been after what happened? But time had eventually done its work. Although she could never forget that awful night, at least her nightmares had abated.

That awful night. A shiver passed through her. She’d been only seventeen, an exuberant, cocky seventeen. She was pretty, talented, and nothing truly bad had happened to her in her whole life. Not until that night. It had all started so innocently and ended so tragically.

Maybe that’s why she’d felt so unsettled lately, she thought. It had been this time of year when it happened. She scanned her mind for the date. My God, it had been December 13—thirteen years ago this very week. Unlucky thirteen.

But Angela didn’t believe in luck. When people told her how lucky she was to have landed this plum role on Broadway, she wanted to laugh in their faces. It hadn’t been because of good luck—it had been because of years of hard work, perseverance, and tolerating crushing rejections. And the terrible event thirteen years ago that she would remember to her dying day wasn’t caused by bad luck. It was caused by a girl’s deliberate, devastating act.

Angela shivered again and wished she could call Judson, but it was past midnight. She knew he had early morning meetings and it would be selfish of her to awaken him. No, she would just ride out her bout of nerves, and as soon as Judson returned and they began serious plans for their spring wedding, all of this uneasiness would seem silly.

An hour later she lay in bed still wide-eyed, watching television. This was ridiculous. She couldn’t sit up all night. She’d be exhausted and look like hell tomorrow. She had an interview for New York magazine at one in the afternoon, complete with a photo shoot, and a performance tomorrow night. No, this sleeplessness wouldn’t do at all.

Angela knew too many actresses who’d become dependent on pills. She would never let that happen to her, but there were times when a little chemical help was necessary. Reluctantly she went into the bathroom, poured a glass of water, and searched the medicine cabinet for her Seconal. It had been prescribed a year ago during her divorce, and since then she’d only taken ten of the powerful little red pills. She swallowed one now.

Later, while voices still poured from the television, Angela’s head slipped sideways on the pillow. Within minutes she was breathing deeply. Not even the creaking of a closet door in the guest room disturbed her.

A figure wafted quietly down the hall. It stopped briefly on the threshold of her room. Angela, the figure thought. The name was apt. She looked like an angel sleeping deeply, peacefully, her dark hair a halo on the white satin pillowcase, her lashes long and dark against ivory skin.

Such perfect skin. The figure drifted closer to the bed, casting a shadow over Angela’s calm face. She didn’t deserve such beauty. She didn’t deserve serenity. She didn’t deserve wealth, fame, adoration, her blessed life. After what she’d done, she deserved nothing.

The figure raised a tire iron, letting it hover a moment. As long as it was in the air, Angela Ricci lived. But if it came down…

Angela’s entire body jerked beneath the powerful first blow. Her skull cracked. Blood splattered and her eyes snapped open. But the movement, the awareness, were short-lived. Again and again the iron bar slammed down on her, splitting skin, breaking bones, crushing vital organs.

Two minutes later Angela Ricci lay shapeless and twisted, a horrifying crimson mass on her lovely, shining white sheets. Breathing heavily, arms trembling from the effort, the killer looked at the body and smiled. Such a good job, so carefully planned, and over so quickly. Too quickly. The killer glanced at the clock. Two-thirteen.

Unlucky thirteen.








One



A circle of girls dancing in the near darkness. Chanting. Light—leaping, growing light. Flames. A scream. A chorus of screams climbing the scale to shattering shrieks. Pain. Then darkness.

Laurel Damron felt herself kicking wildly before her eyes snapped open. She gasped, balling her hands into fists to stop their wild clawing. Her breath came in long, ragged gasps.

Suddenly weight descended on her and she looked down at her prone body to see a long-haired black and white dog, its eyes only inches from her own. “Oh, April,” Laurel breathed, unclenching a fist to stroke the dog who always climbed atop her whenever she was having the dream. She never knew whether April’s intent was to soothe or to protect. “That was a bad one. Same scene, only worse. The fire…”

She broke off, her mind wandering back to the terrible flames until she became aware of panting beside her. Alex, April’s brother, sat by the bed, stretching his neck toward her. “Did I scare you, too?” She rubbed him under the chin. “It’s okay, boy. I frightened you guys for nothing. I know you’re sick of my dream. So am I.”

Laurel ran a hand over her damp forehead and looked at the bedside clock although she knew because of the darkness in her bedroom that the sun had not yet risen. Six forty-five. Fifteen minutes before the alarm would go off. “An early start on the day,” she muttered. “Again.” She gave April a final stroke, then shifted beneath her fifty-pound body. “Time to get up, you two. There’s coffee to be drunk and dog food to be eaten.”

April reluctantly rose and leaped off the bed. Laurel stretched, closed her eyes briefly, then threw off the comforter.

A minute later she stood in front of the bathroom mirror. A thirty-year-old woman shouldn’t look this tired after a night’s sleep, she thought. Dark circles hovered beneath her light brown eyes and her skin was unusually pale. Her shoulder-length brown hair curled wildly out from her head. She ran her hand through it despairingly. Time for another bout of straightener, she thought. Not that Kurt Rider, the man she’d been seeing for seven months, would care. She often wondered why she even bothered dressing up for their dates. He didn’t seem to notice whether she was in jeans and barefaced, or sporting a new dress and a careful makeup job.

Not like her parents. She grimaced, remembering when she and her sister were in high school. Laurel was fifteen, Claudia seventeen. It was school-picture day and they’d both taken pains with their appearance. When they entered the kitchen, their father put down his coffee cup, beaming at Claudia. “Honey, you are a vision,” he’d crowed as she pirouetted, bouncing her blond waves. Then his smile flagged slightly. “Laurel, can’t you do something with your hair?” When Laurel, hurt, muttered, “I think it looks okay,” her mother had glanced up from the eggs she was scrambling. “Leave her alone, Hal,” she’d said. “They can’t all be beauties. Laurel will make a fine wife and mother someday.”

Well, I failed at that, too, Laurel thought ruefully. At thirty she was still single and childless while Claudia had married ten years ago and now awaited her third child.

Ever sensitive to her moods, April pawed at her leg, jerking her back to the moment. Laurel smiled. “Enough of this self-pity. Time to leave the past behind and get on with the day. Who wants Alpo?”

Both dogs knew the word and bolted from the bedroom. Laurel shook her head. They would not respond to “Come,” “Heel,” “Stay,” or “Sit.” Any word dealing with food, however, elicited immediate action.

She walked into the kitchen, which always cheered her up with its shining oak cabinets, stretches of pristine white Formica, and carefully placed, lush plant arrangements that gave color and life to what could have been a large, cold room. She put on coffee and while it brewed fixed food and water for April and Alex. As usual they ate as if they’d had nothing for days, April standing graceful and silky on her long legs, Alex small and compact with his short hair and stubby legs. Obviously they’d had different fathers, but exactly what their parentage was, she’d never know. She’d found them one rainy October afternoon, four weeks old, trembling and dirty, deposited under an evergreen tree beside her driveway. Someone had dumped them, and she’d happily taken them in. They’d given her more companionship the last two years than she’d known for a long time.

When the coffee finished brewing, she carried a cup over to the glass-enclosed breakfast nook. The view beyond was chilling. Acres of snow-covered ground and bare tree limbs stretching against a gunmetal gray sky. The radio she’d turned on in the kitchen announced it was thirty degrees. “Looks like we’re going to have a white Christmas, folks. Remember, only ten more shopping days to go!” the announcer warned.

So far, Laurel hadn’t bought a thing. Usually she had her shopping done by now, but this year had been hectic at the store. At least that’s what she told herself. Actually, she just hadn’t caught the holiday spirit. A vague restlessness, almost apprehension, had enveloped her for over a week, and she couldn’t seem to shake it long enough to enjoy any of her normal activities.

The phone rang and she jumped, then closed her eyes. Mom and Dad, of course. Four years ago they’d bought a small house in Florida near Claudia’s. Since her father’s heart attack two years ago, they’d moved there permanently, turning over the store and the family home to Laurel. They checked up on her frequently, though.

A moment later her mother was jabbering happily and repeating everything Laurel said to her father. “Hal, she says they have snow. It’s thirty degrees there.” Back to Laurel. “How will the weather be next week? You will be able to fly down for Christmas, won’t you?”

I hope not, Laurel said silently. Christmas Day with her father and Claudia’s husband shouting deafeningly at football games on television and Claudia’s two ill-behaved children incessantly squabbling was not Laurel’s idea of a good time. To top it off, Claudia, expecting her baby in a month, was swollen, nauseated, and cranky as the devil. “I’m sure I’ll make it,” Laurel said, trying to force some excitement into her voice. “But if the weather does turn nasty, you’ll have a good time without me this year.”

“Don’t be silly,” her mother replied quickly. “Your niece and nephew would be crushed.” Oh, sure, Laurel thought. The children barely took notice of her except to grab for their gifts. “We’d all miss you. Of course, if you have a good reason to want to stay home…” Her mother’s voice had turned coy, and Laurel inwardly groaned, knowing what was coming next. “How are things with you and Kurt going? Expecting an engagement ring this Christmas?”

“No, Mother, I’m not,” Laurel said more sharply than she’d intended. “I mean, we’re really not serious.”

“You’ve been seeing each other exclusively for seven months. In my day that meant serious.”

“Well, it doesn’t necessarily mean serious these days. Look, Mom, I’d planned to go into the store a little early this morning. Tell Dad business is fantastic this year.”

“Hal, she says business is good.”

Laurel heard her father’s voice rumbling in the background, but her mother drowned him out. “Honey, you are still seeing Kurt, aren’t you? You two haven’t broken up?”

“Everything is fine with us. But I really have to go. Love to you and Dad. I’ll be seeing you in a few days.”

“Good-bye, sweetie. Take good care of yourself. And don’t give up hope. I think there’s a ring coming for you this Christmas. I just feel it in my bones.”

I hope your bones are wrong, Laurel thought as she hung up. She liked Kurt tremendously, but marriage was another matter. If he actually did present her with a ring, she would have to refuse it, which would cause her mother far more grief than it probably would Kurt.

Laurel let April and Alex out for a short romp in the snow. As she watched them play, she nibbled toast, wondering how she could get out of going to Florida next week, wondering exactly what she would say if Kurt actually started talking about marriage. Finally, she tossed down the toast in annoyance. “Laurel, it’s Christmas,” she told herself sternly. “You used to love Christmas. This year you’re too depressing for words. Snap out of it!”

Half an hour later, showered, dressed in brown wool slacks and a matching angora sweater, a gold and russet scarf tied around her neck, her hair smoothed from a careful blow-drying over a big brush, eyeshadow, blusher, and lipstick in place, she felt and looked better. Relieved, she knew she could face what promised to be a long day. Customers expected to see her bright and cheerful, and her father had taught her to always try to please the customer.

The snow was two days old so roads were clear. Laurel made it from her house to the store in fifteen minutes. As always when she saw it, pride flooded through her. Located in the historic district of Wheeling, West Virginia, Damron Floral inhabited a three-story Victorian structure painted robin’s egg blue with ornate white shutters. She was the third generation of Damrons to manage the store. When her grandfather started it shortly after World War II, he and his wife and son lived on the third floor. During the fifties when business flourished and his family expanded to four children, he built the sprawling log home north of Wheeling, near the beautiful Oglebay State Park, where Laurel now lived.

She always entered by the back door and went into the tiny kitchen off the workroom to start coffee before her assistant Mary Howard arrived. She liked the store to seem inviting, even to employees. Especially to Mary. She was the best designer Laurel had ever hired. She was also the younger sister of Laurel’s friend Faith. Faith, so beautiful, so insouciant, so bold. Faith, dead now for thirteen years.

Laurel felt a chill and pushed the image of Faith from her mind. Good Lord, was she sinking into some kind of holiday depression? For some reason, she wasn’t allowing herself to be happy. She seemed determined to dwell on dark thoughts, the memory of Faith’s death being the darkest.

She went through the store turning on lights. She’d recently replaced the bland tan carpet that had covered the floor of Damron Floral for as long as she could remember. Every five to ten years when new carpet was needed, her father chose the same nondescript shade. Now floors of deep smoky blue stretched before her and soft pearl gray walls replaced the former shade of bisque. Her parents planned a trip home in the spring. She hoped her father would approve of her decorating innovations, but she doubted it. Hal Damron didn’t like change.

A quick glance out the front window assured her the street was nearly deserted. Good. She wouldn’t put up the open sign for twenty minutes, giving her time to go over the day’s orders. Aside from the usual holiday trade, three funerals were being held tomorrow. They were swamped with work.

Laurel took a quick inventory of the store’s interior. The glass shelves were loaded with lush poinsettias and holiday planters decorated with various colored ribbons and silk flowers. Grape vine wreaths hung on the walls along with the more traditional pine wreaths. Laurel breathed in the scent of pine mixed with potpourri coming from little sachet bags scattered throughout the store. The place definitely smelled of Christmas.

She heard the back door close and in a moment Mary Howard called out, “Good morning, Laurel.”


Laurel went to the back. Mary shrugged out of her long, heavy brown coat and smiled at her. She was a tall young woman of twenty-six with pale, frizzy red hair pulled back in a ponytail, light blue eyes, and a smattering of freckles over her high-bridged nose. She was attractive in a strong, rawboned way but certainly not the beauty her sister Faith had been. She didn’t come close to Faith’s vivid, sensual, almost Rita Hayworth look. Laurel had always thought of Faith as red satin, Mary as blue gingham.

“Hi,” Laurel said. “You’re early.”

“Busy day ahead.” Mary held up a bulging white paper bag. “Doughnuts.”

“Bless you! I only ate half a piece of toast this morning and I know I’ll be starving in a couple of hours.”

“Have one now with a fresh cup of coffee. In a couple of hours you won’t have time.”

Laurel hesitated, then smiled. “Okay. You twisted my arm. Any chocolate-covered ones in that bag?”

“Are you joking? I know they’re your favorite.”

Mary was right. Two hours later the phone rang every few minutes and three customers browsed. Mary worked on arrangements in the back with Laurel’s other designers, Penny and Norma, while Laurel manned the front. She’d just sold a set of artificial holly and pine candle rings when the phone rang for what seemed like the twentieth time. Sighing, she reached for her order pad. “Damron Floral.”

A moment of silence spun out before a husky female voice asked, “Laurel, is that you?”

“Yes.” The voice was familiar, but Laurel couldn’t place it. Some customers were offended when she didn’t immediately recognize their voices so she asked carefully, “How are you?”

“I’m fine. Well, actually I’m not fine this morning.”

“Oh?”

“You don’t know who this is, do you?”

God, I hate it when people make me guess their identity, Laurel thought in irritation. It’s so rude and I’m so busy…Suddenly a face with clear green eyes flashed before her. “Monica! It’s Monica Boyd.”

“Right. Pretty quick after not having seen me for twelve years.”

“We were close. Besides, you’re a hard person to forget.” A woman was holding up two pots of poinsettias, tilting them until dirt began sprinkling to the carpet. Laurel stiffened, wanting to snap, “Watch what you’re doing!” Instead she asked pleasantly, “Are you still in New York, Monica?”

“Yes. I’m on my way to making partner at Maxwell, Tate, and Goldstein.”

“Wonderful.” More dirt fell. Laurel was ready to tell Monica to hold for a moment when Mary came to ask a question, immediately saw the problem, and rushed to the woman’s side with a gracious smile and large, firm hands that relieved her of the poinsettias. “Big plans for the holidays?” Laurel asked.

“A change in plans. I’m coming back to Wheeling.”

“After all these years?”

“Yes. I think it’s important that I talk with you.”

“Me?” Laurel was genuinely puzzled.

“Yes. You, Denise, and Crystal.”

They’d all been friends growing up. Friends forever, they thought. When they were twelve, they’d formed a club called the Six of Hearts—Monica, Laurel, Crystal, Denise, Angela, and poor dead Faith. Anxiety abruptly gripped Laurel. “Monica, what’s wrong?”

“You know Angie’s been living here in Manhattan, too?”

“Of course. She’s always kept in touch. I just got a card from her. She’s the lead in a Broadway play.”

“Not anymore.” Laurel could hear Monica take a deep breath. “Laurel, Angie was murdered night before last. She wasn’t found until yesterday, when she didn’t show up for an interview and the theater couldn’t reach her. It was…brutal. She was bludgeoned to death in her own bed.”

“Oh, my God,” Laurel gasped, her stomach clenching as she pictured Angie’s lovely face, remembered her beautiful voice. “How horrible!”

“Yes. But there’s more, Laurel. I don’t know how to tell you this, but Angela’s death had something to do with the Six of Hearts.”








Two



1

Laurel’s face slackened in shock. She saw the quick look Mary threw her way before she managed to speak again. “Monica, have they caught her killer?”

“No.”

Laurel spoke softly. “Then what makes you think this had something to do with the Six of Hearts?”

“On the mirror in her bedroom the murderer drew a six and a heart. In Angie’s blood.”

“Oh,” Laurel said weakly. “How do you know all this?”

“I’m good friends with a detective on the case. He knows I knew Angie. He gave me the details. They aren’t known to the general public, but he thought I might have some idea of what they meant. I said I didn’t.”

“Why didn’t you tell him the truth?”

“Because we never told anyone the truth about the Six of Hearts. Besides, I don’t want to get involved in this. I doubt if any of us do.”

Laurel realized she was clutching the receiver and forced herself to relax her grip. “Monica, the stuff on the mirror has to be some sort of coincidence.”

“Coincidence?” Monica’s husky voice rarely rose and Laurel heard the tension in it. “It’s a coincidence that the killer just happened to put a six and a heart on her mirror when Angie used to be a member of the Six of Hearts? And something else. There was a tarot card lying beside her body—the judgment card.”


“Judgment?”

“Yes. It seems to me the killer might want revenge for an old deed committed by the Six of Hearts.”

“Judgment? Revenge? Monica, this is crazy. We were a secret club. No one knew about us.”

“Laurel, we weren’t CIA operatives. We were a bunch of young girls playing around with the idea of having a secret club because we were bored. It made us feel important even though most of what we did was just harmless, stupid stuff. Who says one of us didn’t talk about the club at some point? It wasn’t as if someone was going to get a bullet in the brain for revealing the Six of Hearts.”

“I didn’t tell anyone.”

“I didn’t, either, but that leaves four others.”

“Not Faith. Faith is—” She broke off as she saw Mary standing in front of her, a frown creasing her pale forehead. “Monica, I’m afraid I have to go now. We’re very busy today.”

“Laurel, this is serious. You can’t brush me off.”

“I’m not trying to. It’s just that—”

“I’m coming to Wheeling,” Monica said firmly. “I’ll be there tomorrow. Tell Denise and Crystal.”

She hung up. Laurel stood mutely holding the phone.

“Was that bad news?” Mary asked. “It’s not your sister, is it?”

“What?” Laurel blinked at her, then slowly put down the phone. “No, Claudia is fine. It was just someone telling me that an old friend of mine was murdered.”

“Murdered! Who?”

“Angela Ricci. You wouldn’t know her.”

“She was a friend of my sister,” Mary said promptly. “Is that why you mentioned Faith?”

Laurel nodded and Mary went on. “I remember Angela. Very pretty. Very talented. My goodness, what a shame!” Laurel nodded again. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure? You don’t look well.”

“I’m fine, Mary, really.”


But she wasn’t fine. She was more horrified and frightened than she had been for thirteen years.

2

Laurel spent the rest of the day in a fog. She saw Mary, Penny, and Norma watching her closely and even some of the customers threw her curious glances when she didn’t help them with her usual efficiency. She closed the store at five, forced herself to stay until six-thirty helping Mary with some last-minute arrangements, then gratefully headed for home.

April and Alex met her with one of their customary exuberant greetings. She petted both absently, rewarded each with a dog biscuit, threw her camel hair coat on a chair, and dropped onto the couch.

All week she’d felt odd. Had she somehow sensed something was going to happen to Angie? Impossible. Although Angie sent her Christmas cards and had even called when her mother told her about Laurel’s father’s heart attack, they weren’t close. In fact, if not for Angie’s efforts, they would have drifted completely apart, just like she and Monica had. After all, what did she have in common with a talented Broadway star?

Nothing. Not a thing except a shared youth in Wheeling and membership in a silly club formed by the precocious Monica when they were only twelve years old.

The Six of Hearts. Monica had come up with the name. She said symbolically the heart was the center of power and intelligence. When Crystal argued that she thought intelligence had something to do with the brain, Monica had snapped, “I said symbolically. Don’t you even know what symbols are? Besides, do you want to be called the Six of Brains?” Sufficiently quelled, Crystal had ceased arguing. Never sure of her own intelligence, Monica had completely overwhelmed gentle Crystal. Lord, she overwhelmed all of us, Laurel thought. Monica was always a force. Apparently she still was, announcing that she was coming back here to talk to her and Crystal and Denise about Angie’s murder, a murder she was certain had something to do with the Six of Hearts.

The club had started out so innocently. There had been a “secret” initiation, which consisted of eating foods blindfolded after being told olives were eyeballs and raw cow’s liver was a human liver. Then they’d played harmless practical jokes on students they’d unanimously decided they didn’t like. Sometimes they made anonymous phone calls to older boys, throwing their voices deep and sexy, then hanging up before they collapsed in giggles. When they were fifteen, everyone except Denise celebrated Bastille Day by sneaking out in the night armed with wire cutters, breaking out a window, crawling inside, and liberating nearly fifty dogs and cats from the local pound. That prank made the newspaper, but no one ever suspected them. It was all such fun. But as they got older, the games became darker.

The doorbell rang. Laurel frowned, wondering who it might be, then sat up slowly. Of all the evenings when she didn’t want to be disturbed, unexpected company had arrived.

But it wasn’t unexpected. “Hi,” Kurt Rider said. “Hungry? I sure am.”

Laurel closed her eyes briefly. “Oh, Kurt, I completely forgot we were supposed to have dinner.”

“Oh, well, no harm done,” he said easily, stepping inside, his six-foot-two frame towering over her. “Ready to go?”

“No, Kurt, I’m afraid I’m not feeling up to it tonight.”

Disappointment flashed over his long, good-looking face and shone in his brown eyes. “Not up to it? Are you sick?”

“Not really.” Laurel waved a hand at the big living room. “Come in.”

He strode forward, then turned to look at her. “Why is it so dark in here?”

“Because I haven’t turned on any lights?”

He grinned. “You’re hilarious.”


“You’re the one who’s supposed to make all the brilliant deductions.”

“Hey, I’m just a simple deputy sheriff, not one of your flashy television detectives. And here I am, exhausted after a hard day of fighting crime, and my girl forgets we have a date.”

“I’m really sorry, Kurt.”

He flipped on a lamp and sat down on the long leather couch. “Stop apologizing and tell me what’s wrong. You’re pale. Getting the flu?”

“No. I got bad news.” She sat down beside him. “Do you remember Angela Ricci?”

“Angie? Sure. She was just a year younger than me. She was in your class. Her mother’s been telling everyone in town she made it big in some play in New York.”

“Angie’s dead, Kurt. Murdered.”

Kurt stared at her blankly for a moment. “Murdered? What happened?”

“Angie was beaten to death in her own bed.” And it seems to have something to do with a club we were in when we were kids, Laurel thought, although she said nothing. She didn’t want to talk about the Six of Hearts with Kurt. Besides, Monica only had a theory.

“Laurel?”

“Huh?”

“I asked if you were still friends with her. I don’t remember you mentioning her since we’ve been dating.”

“I heard from her occasionally.”

“How did you find out about her murder?”

“Monica Boyd. She lives in New York, too.”

“Monica. I remember her. Tall. Bossy. Isn’t she a lawyer now?”

“Yes. She’s coming to Wheeling tomorrow.”

“Why?”

Laurel paused. “The funeral,” she said abruptly. Monica hadn’t mentioned the funeral, but the Ricci family had been summoned to New York and had called back to tell a few people about their daughter’s death and the funeral arrangements. Angie would be buried in Wheeling. Orders for funeral baskets and wreaths had begun trickling in a couple of hours before she closed the store.

Kurt frowned. “Well, it’s a real shame Angie’s dead, but you seem awfully upset about someone you hardly knew anymore.”

“But I used to know her so well. We were friends for ten years. And the way she died…Kurt, it’s awful.”

“I know. But then murder is always awful.” He put his arm around her. “Honey, I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.”

“I know there’s nothing I can say to make you feel better, but you’ve got to eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Your stomach is growling.”

“It is?”

“Yes. Loudly.”

Laurel smiled. “I didn’t notice, but come to think of it, I haven’t eaten anything except a piece of toast and a doughnut.”

“No wonder you feel lousy. My mother is a firm believer in eating, no matter what.”

“Your mother weighs two hundred pounds,” Laurel said absently, then flushed in embarrassment. “Kurt, I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “What an awful thing to say! I didn’t mean…I don’t know where that came from,” she blundered. “Your mother is a lovely person.”

But Kurt laughed good-naturedly. “She is a lovely person who weighs two hundred pounds. It’s okay, Laurel. Facts are facts. And the fact is that you’re too thin to be skipping meals. If you don’t feel like going out, how about if I order a pizza for us?”

Laurel hesitated. “A pizza does sound pretty good.”

“Great. Got any beer?”

“A couple of six-packs.”

“I won’t need that much. You go feed those hungry hounds of yours that are giving me such dirty looks from the doorway, and I’ll call in the order. I guarantee that in an hour you’ll feel like a new woman.”

Kurt insisted on building a fire in the large flagstone fireplace. After feeding the dogs, Laurel sat on the hearth, clutching a pillow and warming herself. She hadn’t realized until then that ever since Monica’s call, she’d been freezing. When the pizza arrived, she ate ravenously. “Thought you weren’t hungry,” Kurt teased. “Glad I ordered the super size.”

Laurel laid down a half-eaten piece. “You’re right. I’m eating like a pig.”

“No you’re not. It’s kind of nice to see you eat like this. You usually pick at your food.”

“I don’t have my sister’s looks, but I can still stay slim.”

Kurt smiled at her. “No offense to Claudia, but I never considered her the blond bombshell everyone else did.”

“That’s because she wouldn’t go out with you.”

“That did show a real lack of taste on her part, but I don’t hold grudges. Besides, I only asked her out because it was considered a feat of success to go out with Claudia Damron. I always found your style more appealing than hers, though.”

“I wasn’t aware I had any style.”

“You do. You’ve just never known it.”

At nine o’clock, her appetite satiated, her body finally warm from the fire, Laurel asked Kurt if he’d mind leaving early. “I had a really busy day and tomorrow promises to be even worse,” she told him.

“All right,” he sighed. “First forget about our date, then kick me out in the cold.”

“Kurt, I’m sorry—”

“I’m joking.” He kissed her on the forehead. “Get a good night’s sleep. Saturday evening we’ll go out for a nice dinner. We might even stay up past eleven since you don’t have to go to work the next day.”

“That sounds wonderful, Kurt. Thanks for being so understanding.”

She watched as he went down the long walk to his car. He really is a great guy, she thought. Calm, steady, sweet. No wonder Mom wants me to marry him. I just wish I were in love with him.

As soon as his headlights disappeared at the end of the driveway, she shut the door and hurried to the phone. She hadn’t lied to Kurt—she was exhausted—but she had a couple of calls to make.

First she dialed Crystal’s number and was surprised when no one answered. Since Crystal’s husband, Chuck Landis, had left her six months earlier, she’d become a near recluse. Maybe there being no answer was a good sign. Perhaps Crystal was resuming her life.

Next she called Denise Price. Although Denise had been one of Laurel’s good friends growing up, after they graduated from high school Denise had cut off all contact. Laurel had been hurt at first, then she slowly accepted that none of the Six of Hearts had really wanted to remain close anymore. None with the exception of Angie. It was only through the local grapevine Laurel learned that after graduating from college with a nursing degree, Denise married a doctor, had a daughter named Audra, and was living in Chicago. Laurel was shocked when a little over a year ago Denise and her husband, Wayne, moved back to Wheeling. Shortly afterward Denise asked Damron Floral to decorate her lovely home for a Christmas party. It was then she and Laurel became casually reacquainted and Denise explained it was Wayne’s idea to move to Wheeling where he felt their daughter would be safer than in a big city.

Wayne answered. “Why, hello, Laurel.” His voice was deep and melodic. “Calling about decorations for our annual Christmas bash? You and Kurt are coming, aren’t you?”

“We wouldn’t miss it.” Actually she’d forgotten all about it. So much for Kurt’s plans for dinner out on Saturday evening. That was the night of the party. “I do need to speak to Denise about decorations and a couple of other things.”

“All right. I’ll see if I can find her.”


It was nearly three minutes before Denise came on the line. When she did, she sounded abrupt and peevish. “Yes, Laurel, what’s the problem?”

“No problem about the decorations.” Laurel was a bit taken aback by her tone. She and Denise had not and never would regain the kinship they’d once felt, but they were friendly. “Are you free to talk right now?”

“It’s a little hectic around here. Audra isn’t feeling well and I have a headache.”

“I’m sorry. I hope you and Audra aren’t getting the flu that’s going around.”

“Me, too. We both feel awful.”

“I’ll be brief, then. Have you heard about Angela Ricci?”

Denise’s voice lowered. “I heard she was murdered.”

“Yes. Monica called me about it today. Denise, she knows a homicide detective working the case. He says a six and a heart were drawn on Angie’s mirror in her blood.”

“What?” Denise choked.

“A six and a heart. There was also a tarot card beside her body. It was the judgment card. Monica is certain Angie’s death has something to do with the Six of Hearts.”

Denise was quiet for a moment before she muttered, “That’s absurd.”

“I thought so, too, until I really considered how unlikely it would be that the six and the heart on her mirror are just a coincidence. Monica is coming to Wheeling tomorrow. She wants to talk to you, Crystal, and me.”

“I don’t want to talk to her,” Denise said emphatically. “I don’t ever want to think about the Six of Hearts again.”

“Neither do I, Denise, but we have to.”

“No we don’t. I don’t.”

Laurel’s reaction had been much the same this morning, but a day of thought had put her on Monica’s side. “Denise, we do need to think about this. After all, if Angie’s death had something to do with the Six of Hearts, the rest of us could be in danger. Monica’s smart and she knows a lot about the case.”


“Monica formed the Six of Hearts,” Denise said bitterly. “She got us into the mess that resulted.”

Laurel felt a wave of impatience. “Monica didn’t force us to form a club or do any of the things we did. We’re all responsible for ‘the mess that resulted,’ as you put it.” Denise was silent. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know exactly what happened to Angie and that Monica is coming. Whether or not you choose to talk to her is your decision.”

“Yes, it is.” Denise was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry, but I’m very busy tonight. I’ll talk with you later. Goodbye.”

The phone clicked in Laurel’s ear.

3

Laurel tried to be angry with Denise for her curtness, but she couldn’t. Denise had a husband, a child, a safe and very comfortable life. The last thing she would want to be reminded of was the Six of Hearts. Then there was Angela’s murder and Monica’s theory that her connection with the Six of Hearts had something to do with it. She’d probably sounded as abrupt with Monica this morning as Denise had with her this evening.

She fixed a cup of cinnamon tea, went to the bookshelf and withdrew an old album whose vinyl cover was cracked. I should have taken better care of this, she thought as she sat down on the couch again. With Kurt gone, April and Alex jumped up to join her, cuddling on either side. Slowly sipping her drink, she flipped the pages of the album. Several albums on the shelf were devoted to Claudia, always posing and preening, in love with the camera. Only this one was hers. Laurel flipped past the pages showing her as a baby and toddler, stopping at the ones with photos of her with her first and best friend, Faith Howard.

She smiled. There they stood, arm in arm, in front of the dazzling flower bed in her backyard. Both had long hair, Faith’s thick with natural curl and glowing like copper in the sun. Each wore a crown of daisies Laurel remembered weaving, thinking they made them look like Queen Guinevere. “Guinevere with two missing front teeth,” she giggled, gazing at herself.

Laurel wore red shorts and a white top that looked as if she’d spilled chocolate on it. Faith flaunted a flowered sundress, one strap dangling rakishly off her seven-year-old shoulder while she pointed a dirty, bare foot like a ballerina. Quite the femme fatales, Laurel thought. It was a wonder Kurt Rider and Chuck Landis had ever become friends with them.

They hadn’t wanted to, at first. They both lived nearby and Faith seemed to have a nose for finding them, determined to befriend the two good-looking, rowdy little boys, but the guys shunned them at first. “You’re just skinny old girls,” Chuck had told them scathingly one day as she and Faith stood on the ground, watching the boys sitting up in their elaborate tree house behind Kurt’s house eating Ritz crackers and peanut butter. “This is Tarzan’s tree house and girls aren’t allowed.”

“Yes they are,” Faith maintained staunchly. “What about Jane?”

The boys had stared at each other, puzzled about how to argue their way out of that one. Then Kurt looked triumphant. “Jane could swing on a vine. Only girls who can swing on vines get to come up.”

They chortled as Laurel and Faith wandered away, Faith feigning tearful rejection. Fifteen minutes later both boys shrieked when Faith swooped through the air clutching an ivy vine and landed with a thud on the edge of the tree house. She broke her arm, but she’d won the admiration and acceptance of Kurt and Chuck. They’d agreed to be her friends, and she’d insisted they be friends with Laurel, too. The four of them had been close that summer. Naturally as they got older they grew apart, Kurt and Chuck spending their time with other boys, Laurel and Faith forming intense friendships with girls their own age, but the basic warmth of the relationship the four had developed that summer did not fade. Not until thirteen years ago, that is.


Laurel laid the album aside and stared into the flames in the fireplace, her mind spinning back over the years to a night not unlike this one.

She remembered the cold. She was supposed to be spending the night with Angie. They all were, although none of the parents knew the Riccis were away for the weekend and thought Angie was staying with Laurel. Five of them would have been content to remain in the Ricci home, eating popcorn, calling boys, watching videos, and drinking the wine Monica had brought along. None of them were drinkers and the presence of wine turned the overnight stay into a heady experience for everyone except Monica. She wasn’t content to stay home. She wanted the Six of Hearts to make one of their visits to the Pritchard farm.

Monica had always been fascinated with the place, particularly the old barn. Everyone in the area knew about the Pritchards’ slave, Esmé Dubois. In 1703, the Pritchards’ eldest son was thrown from a horse and killed. Weeks later scarlet fever carried away four of the remaining five children and only days afterward Mrs. Pritchard was found drowned in the farm pond.

The Pritchards prided themselves on their devotion to God. They knew they didn’t deserve such hardship and decided the devil must be at work in their midst. Esmé was from the heathenish islands where voodoo abounded. They quickly deduced that she had been practicing her black arts. She was found guilty of witchcraft in a court where the judge and members of the jury were all in some way beholden to the wealthy Pritchards. When she was only nineteen, Esmé was hanged in the Pritchard barn, the same barn that had weathered almost three centuries to become the sometime meeting place of the Six of Hearts.

On that cold December night Monica decided it was time for one of their trips to the barn. Everyone else groaned. “Monica, it’s freezing outside. It’s beginning to sleet,” Crystal wailed.

“We have coats,” Monica stated.


Laurel sided with Crystal. “Why can’t we wait until it’s warmer?”

Monica glared at her. “Because it won’t be warmer for months. Besides, we stand less chance of being caught when no one else is out. I thought we could do something a little different tonight, something a little spooky.”

“Oh, no,” Denise moaned. “Not another one of those witchy things, those rituals. I don’t think we should be messing around with witchcraft. It scares me.”

Suddenly Faith, who’d been unusually quiet, came to life. “Yeah, it’s a perfect night,” she said spiritedly. “It’s Friday the thirteenth. What better night for a ritual?”

Crystal looked at her in bewilderment. “Your dad’s a minister. Seems like you’d be the last one of us to mess with witchcraft.”

Faith rolled her azure eyes. “My father is the unordained minister of some crazy religion he made up. I think he and all of his followers are nuts. Witchcraft makes a lot more sense.” She stood. “Let’s go to the barn.”

“Yeah, it’ll be fun,” Angie suddenly chimed in. She always enjoyed the theatrics involved in Monica’s Satanic rituals. “It’s a perfect night and we don’t get chances like this very often.”

Still grumbling, Laurel, Denise, and Crystal acquiesced. Monica, Faith, and Angie were by far the strongest personalities in the group. Looking back, Laurel realized the Six of Hearts was ruled by Monica, but Angie and Faith were her seconds-in-command. She, like Crystal and Denise, had always been a follower.

Laurel took another sip of her tea and shifted uncomfortably as she remembered the drive. Although the place had not been owned by a Pritchard for nearly a century, it was still known to locals as the Pritchard farm. In the days of Esmé, the farm encompassed over a hundred acres. Now it was reduced to twenty. The massive old barn, no longer used by the present owner of the farm, sat nearly a hundred yards from the house. They parked a quarter of a mile away and ran quietly through the night. Monica carried a duffel bag. She must have packed it before they left the house.

They opened the door of the barn only wide enough for each girl to slip through although the lights in the house looked far away. A dog barked somewhere and Laurel remembered being afraid it might come charging toward them, but nothing happened. Either it was tied up or behind a fence. She also remembered someone, probably Angie, giggling.

Once inside, Monica quickly found a kerosene lantern she kept stashed behind some ancient equipment for these occasions. She held a match to it and in a moment light bloomed, throwing shifting shadows around the barn’s old, rotting interior.

Taller than any of them, Monica held up the lantern. Light danced on her long mahogany hair and turned her eyes to emerald above her high cheekbones. “Tonight we’re going to bring back the spirit of Esmé Dubois.”

“What?” Crystal squeaked. She looked fragile and childlike with her long golden hair, wide blue eyes, and small frame. At seventeen, she was only five feet two inches tall. “Bring back a spirit?”

“Yes,” Monica said calmly in her husky, commanding voice. She withdrew a fresh bottle of wine from the duffel bag. “Red wine. Wine as red as blood.” She pulled the already loosened cork from the bottle. “We’ll each take a drink.”

“I don’t want any more,” Crystal said. “I don’t like it.”

Laurel didn’t like it, either. Only later did she learn she had an intolerance for alcohol. The smallest amount had an exaggerated, nauseating effect on her. But that night she’d drunk because she didn’t want the others to laugh at her. They all drank. When the bottle was empty, Monica, seemingly unaffected, resumed speaking in her authoritative tone. “Tonight we will summon the spirit of Esmé Dubois.” She withdrew a rope from her duffel bag. “We’ll reenact the hanging.”

Laurel was aghast. “You’re going to hang someone?”

Monica looked at her disdainfully. “Of course not. We’ll only take things to a certain point. Then the spirit of Esmé will return.”

“I don’t like this,” Crystal ventured.

Monica ignored her and looked at Denise. “You’ll be Esmé.”

Denise’s gray eyes widened. “Why me?”

“Because I’ve decided you’d be best,” Monica returned. “Your hair is black and really curly like Esmé’s. You look the most like her. Angie, help me get this rope over that beam. Then we’ll make a noose. Denise will put her head in it.”

“Oh, no I won’t!” Denise snapped.

“Yes, you will.”

Denise gave Monica a steely look. “Esmé may have been a slave but I’m not. I don’t have to take orders from you, Monica Boyd, and I will not put my head in a noose.”

Monica stared at her for a moment, then laughed. “Denise, you’re always so damned serious. This is just a game.”

“I’ll put my head in the noose!” Faith announced in a slightly slurred voice. They all looked at her. Her long red hair gleamed in the light and her eyes had a wild, abandoned expression. She’d been acting odd all evening, alternately withdrawn and aggressive. Maybe it was the wine. She’d drunk more than any of them. “It’ll be fun.”

“Don’t do it,” Laurel told her. “This is crazy.”

Faith giggled. “I like doing crazy things. Loosen up, Laurel.”

“Faith—”

“I’m doing it!” Faith shot out. “C’mon, Monica, I’ll help with the rope.”

By this time Laurel was beginning to feel sick. She sat down on the straw-laden dirt floor while Monica and Faith worked. Soon Monica was dragging a rotting bale of straw beneath the noose. Faith climbed up on the bale. Monica moved the kerosene lamp closer. Shadows flickered over Faith’s beautiful, sensual face. She seemed taller than she really was and the whole scene took on a surreal quality.

“Faith, put your head in the noose,” Monica ordered. “Everyone else form a circle around her and join hands.”

Laurel tried to stand but couldn’t. Monica looked at her in annoyance. “You’re drunk.”

“I’m sorry,” Laurel murmured. “Never had wine before.”

“Just sit there, then. You look green. I don’t want you throwing up on us. Everyone else get in the circle.”

“I don’t feel so good, either,” Denise said.

“You’re fine,” Monica told her firmly. “Get in the circle.”

Faith had climbed onto the stool and slipped the noose around her neck. “I’m standing up here with my head in a rope,” she shouted. “Hurry up!”

“Be quiet,” Monica hissed. “They’ll hear you at the house.”

“She’s drunk,” Denise said. “She’s swaying. This is dangerous. Faith, take off that noose.”

Faith stamped her foot. “No. Do the chant.”

“Yeah, let’s get it over with,” Crystal said. “I’m freezing.”

They joined hands and began circling Faith. Laurel watched a moment before their movement make her feel even sicker. The whole room was beginning to spin.

Monica began to chant, throwing her husky voice down a pitch, saying the words slowly, hypnotically. She went through the ritual prayer once with everyone staring at her. Then Angie began to repeat it, then Crystal, and finally Denise. “Hail, the Lords of Darkness. In the name of the rulers of the earth, the kings of the underworld, rise to this place. Open the gate, and bring forth your faithful servant Esmé Dubois, who died for doing your work among the God-worshipers.” They circled faster. “Azazel, Azazel, scapegoat released on the Day of Atonement, its destination hell.” Around and around they went, their voices ringing out in unison. “Appear before us, Esmé and Azazel. Appear before the Six of Hearts, your modern-day servants. Let us bask in your glorious presence.”

Light flickered from the kerosene lamp they’d set near the stool. Laurel closed her eyes again, desperately fighting off nausea. She wanted to get away from this cold, musty place to somewhere warm where she could lie down and wait for the sickening effects of the wine to wear off. Clasping her arms around her waist, she opened her eyes again.

Although her memory until this point was so clear, the next few moments had always remained a blur. All she recalled precisely was the girls chanting, “Bring forth your faithful servant—” A scream. Then flames leaping from the overturned lamp, devouring the bale of straw, licking up the legs of Faith’s jeans. Faith.

More screams erupted and suddenly Laurel realized Faith’s feet no longer rested on the bale. They dangled limply as she swung slowly back and forth, her head twisted to the right, her dazzling eyes wide.

The girls scattered as the fire spread, jumping higher up Faith’s legs. Horrified, Laurel scrambled forward. She heard someone shrieking “Laurel!” as she reached into the fire, grabbing at Faith, trying to get her feet back on the bale. But Faith’s legs were on fire and Laurel couldn’t touch them. “Faith,” she wailed. “Faith!”

Someone pulled her away. “Stop it, Laurel. She’s dead!”

“No!” Laurel sobbed.

“Yes. It’s too late. My God, look at your arms!” More milling, more screaming. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

“We can’t leave her!” Laurel cried.

“She’s dead!” Monica shouted. “Denise, grab Laurel. We have to go!”

The next few minutes were a kaleidoscope of images. The cold. Sleet pouring down, hissing as it hit the fire. Being half dragged back to the car. Monica starting the engine and shooting down the rutted country lane. Looking back to see part of the barn engulfed in flames that leaped angrily against the starless winter night.

Laurel jerked back to the present, realizing she was hyperventilating. She set down her cup of cold tea and forced herself to take long, slow breaths. Although she dreamed about that night frequently, she rarely allowed herself to think about it when she was awake. It would seem that after thirteen years, the memory should have dimmed, but it hadn’t. She still vividly recalled standing dazed in Angie’s bathroom while she applied antiseptic to Laurel’s burned hands and arms, then wrapped them in gauze and made her swallow a pill. “What is it?” Laurel had mumbled. “Antibiotic. I got a bunch of capsules out of Dad’s office.” “But your father’s a veterinarian,” Denise cried. “Sometimes animals take the same medicine as humans,” Angie answered. “These are safe. Laurel, you have to take one every eight hours until you run out of capsules. Laurel, are you listening to me?”

So she’d taken the pills, told her parents she’d spilled boiling water on her hands, carefully kept her arms covered, and stayed to herself for the next few days. She’d also kept her silence. They all had, even when the talk of the town was Faith Howard’s death. People were baffled at first. Although owners of the Pritchard farm had left on lights, they had not been home that night and hadn’t heard the screams of the girls. Everyone assumed Faith had been in the barn alone, which seemed inexplicable. Then the medical examiner announced that Faith was ten weeks pregnant. That’s when townspeople believed they understood what had happened. Faith, daughter of the fanatically religious Zeke Howard, was terrified of telling her father she was pregnant, and no doubt her boyfriend, Neil Kamrath, whom everyone considered a coldly intellectual oddball anyway, had refused to marry her. Faith, they thought, had intended to commit suicide by hanging herself. In her death throes, she’d kicked over the lantern and set the fire.

Laurel suffered agonies of guilt during all the gossip and speculation. She and the other Six of Hearts knew Faith hadn’t intended to kill herself. They should tell the truth, Laurel and Denise argued. But Monica argued more forcefully. “Look, do you realize what people in town would think of us if they knew what we were doing? God, we’d be dirt in their eyes. Worse than dirt. And we didn’t kill her. It was an accident. She was drunk. She slipped off that bale and when the rope jerked her neck, she kicked over the lantern, just like they’re saying.”


“But we should let people know she didn’t commit suicide,” Laurel maintained.

Monica had turned on her angrily. “If we tell the truth, we have to admit we ran off and left her.”

Denise looked stricken. “But she was already dead. You said so.”

“Exactly. I say so and I’m right. You saw the angle of her head, those blank eyes. She was on fire and she didn’t make a sound. But what if no one believes us? What if they think we murdered her?”

“Why would they think that?” Denise asked in an appalled voice.

“Why? Maybe because we were drunk.”

“They don’t know that.”

“They will if they do blood work on Faith’s body. They won’t think she was drunk and we weren’t. And how do we explain that noose around her neck?”

Denise’s fervor was flagging. “We say it was just a game. That’s all it was—a harmless game.”

“Brilliant, Denise. Is everyone going to think a harmless game involved sticking a girl’s head in a noose? No, we are not talking. We can’t. What happened wasn’t our fault but people won’t believe us. We could be charged with manslaughter or negiligent homicide. We could go to prison!” Everyone quailed. “Our lives will be ruined and for what? An accident! We’re innocent!”

Throughout the whole thing Crystal had not spoken. She’d only cried, silently, wrenchingly. And in the end they’d kept quiet as Monica told them to, even though poor Neil Kamrath suffered the derision of Wheeling residents. He’d gotten Faith pregnant, deserted her, and she’d killed herself, they thought. He was a pig, they said. Laurel had worried about him, but Monica said that was silly. He had an alibi for the night of Faith’s death. The police couldn’t prove he’d killed her, and in the autumn he would be going off to Harvard on scholarship. Until then he’d live through the gossip. It wasn’t like he’d ever tried to be popular. He didn’t seem to care what anyone thought of him. Meanwhile, the Six of Hearts disbanded and the remaining five had gone their own ways the next year, none retaining the innocence of youth, each bearing black memories of their friend’s terrible death.

Laurel pushed back her sweater sleeves. There were burn scars on her arms and hands, but they were so faint people rarely noticed them. It seemed to her that she’d tried valiantly to reach Faith through the fire, but if she had, wouldn’t the scars be worse? They were barely visible. Maybe her memory of her actions was blurred by the alcohol. Maybe she hadn’t tried hard to save her dearest friend at all.

The fire was burning low and Laurel pushed her sleeves down, realizing how chilly the living room had become. April and Alex were deeply asleep on the couch, Alex snoring lightly. Laurel wished she were sleepy, but she wasn’t.

She got up slowly so as not to disturb the dogs and wandered around the room. Woven rugs lay over the polished hardwood floors and the paneled walls bore oil paintings of local scenes done by her grandmother. Laurel knew the paintings could garner an impressive sum today, but no one in her family would have considered selling them. Usually she found the room warm and charming with its casual, rustic style. Tonight it seemed too big and full of dark corners. She wished she had something to divert her mind for a while. She had thought of Faith and the Six of Hearts far too much today.

Suddenly she remembered she hadn’t picked up the mail on her way in this evening. Looking for some diversion, she put on her coat, turned on the carriage lamp beside the front door, picked up a flashlight, and went outside.

The night was cold and clear. She turned on the flashlight and slowly made her way to the end of the gravel lane where her mailbox sat on a pole facing the county road. There was little traffic at this hour. The night was completely dark except for an icy crescent slice of moon. Laurel shivered and pulled her coat tighter around her. There was nothing frightening out here—no strange noises, no feeling of being followed—but she still felt uneasy. She reached in the mailbox, pulled out several pieces of mail, and half walked, half ran back to the house.

Once inside she slammed the door and locked it. When both dogs leaped up, barking in alarm, she felt silly. “It’s all right,” she said soothingly to calm the pair. “There aren’t any intruders for you to attack.”

Whether April and Alex would actually attack anyone was questionable. Both tended to be gentle, almost fearful dogs. She’d always wondered if their nature had something to do with their being taken away from their mother too soon.

Feeling a bit calmer now that she was inside with the door securely locked, Laurel took off her coat and sat down with the mail. Her hands still trembled slightly. This is ridiculous, she told herself. Angie’s death was awful and Monica’s theory chilling, but Monica had no proof. Maybe the six and the heart on Angela’s mirror had been a coincidence. Maybe it hadn’t even been a heart at all, but some arcane, smeared symbol the police had mistaken for a heart.

While her thoughts whirled, Laurel sorted the mail absently. She’d opened three Christmas cards and a credit card bill when she came across a thick envelope with no return address. It was postmarked New York.

With a feeling of dread, she opened the envelope and withdrew a sheaf of paper with a six and a heart drawn in red ink. Her heart picking up speed, she unfolded the paper. Two photographs fell out.

The first was old, a small black and white photo of a smiling Faith Howard wearing a black sweater and a simple string of pearls. Faith’s school picture, Laurel thought, her eyes welling with tears. Then her gaze shifted to the second photo.

It was a color Polaroid shot of a body lying on white satin sheets, the features grotesquely crushed and bloody beneath a mass of long, black hair.
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