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      For my niece, Sheri Arquette
      

      
   
      
      
      
Chapter 1


      
      The calendar placed the first day of fall on the twenty-third of September, and on the afternoon of Friday, the twenty-second, Kristy Grange walked slowly down Locust
         Street, her backpack heavy on her shoulders. Her head was bent forward beneath the additional weight of the last load of official
         summer sunshine.
      

      
      It had been a long summer for Kristy—a terrible summer, she told herself resentfully—the kind of summer when anyone with any common sense left Modesta for somewhere else. The heat
         had begun in the early mornings. She’d woken up to it, feeling her body damp and sticky beneath the thin material of the oversize
         T-shirt she slept in, and by the time she was dressed in cutoffs and a tank, the droplets were already beginning to collect along her hairline and in the hollows under her arms and behind her knees. By noon, the walls of the Grange home
         had enclosed the sort of heat one might expect to find in an oven.
      

      
      “I don’t know why you won’t let me turn on the air-conditioning,” she’d complained to her mom. “Why do we have it if we don’t
         use it? It’s crazy.”
      

      
      “Your dad’s the one who pays the utility bills, not you, Kristy,” Mrs. Grange had said shortly. “You wait until four in the
         afternoon, and then you can turn it on and get the place cooled down for dinner.”
      

      
      Her mom worked all day in the women’s section of an air-conditioned department store. A lot she knew about southern Michigan in the summertime. The truck her dad drove was also air-conditioned, and her brothers, Pete
         and Niles, spent the whole summer up at the lake sitting on lifeguard towers. As for nine-year-old Eric, he couldn’t care
         less about the heat, or anything else, for that matter. Eric would go out and pedal his bicycle for miles under the blazing
         noonday sun, like a complete idiot, and come home with heat rash prickling scarlet all over him, and all their mom would say
         was, “You poor kid. Let’s get you into a cool tub,” and then to Kristy, “How could you let him do that? You’re supposed to
         be taking care of him.”
      

      
      Yes, it’d been a gruesome summer, and the fall would be gruesome, too. It would cool down, of course; already the intensity
         of the afternoon sun was lessening. Even since school had started, Kristy could feel a marked difference. Two weeks ago she’d completed the mile walk from Modesta
         High School feeling as limp and exhausted as though she’d been running in a marathon. Now the sunlight on her head and the
         back of her neck felt lighter, and she no longer found it necessary to walk at the edge of the sidewalk in the shade of the
         maple trees.
      

      
      But, summer or autumn, she was still Kristy Grange, the only girl trapped in a family of spoiled, conceited boys.

      
      Her older brothers were standing in the front yard as she came up the walk. They’d been laughing about something, and their
         conversation broke off abruptly as Kristy approached.
      

      
      “Well, here’s our Little Miss Sunshine,” Niles exclaimed in exaggerated welcome. “Our Cranky-Kristy, beaming and bright, bringing
         joy to all who know her!” He reached out and gave a lock of her hair a teasing tug. “You’re going to crack your face someday
         with all that smiling, Sis.”
      

      
      Ignoring him, Kristy turned to her oldest brother.

      
      “You drove off and left me! You know Dad said you’re supposed to give me a ride home on days when you take the car.”

      
      “Couldn’t find you,” Peter said easily.

      
      “You didn’t look very hard. I always walk home the same way.”

      
      “You do?” Peter said. “Well, that’s something!” He turned to Niles in simulated amazement. “Did you hear that? She comes home
         the same way every time!”
      

      
      “Yeah—like this.” Niles thrust out his lower jaw in a surprisingly good imitation of his sister’s sullen expression.

      
      “Oh—you can just—just—go to—” Kristy let the sentence fall away, unfinished. There was nothing to be gained by sparring with
         her brothers. At seventeen and eighteen, they were so filled with their own self-importance that it was impossible to communicate
         with them. She often wondered what their girlfriends saw in them. There must be something, because Niles went out with the
         cutest girls whenever he wanted to, and Peter had been going out with Madison Ellis, the most popular girl in the junior class,
         for over six months now.
      

      
      “Our little sister wants us to ‘go to,’ Pete,” Niles said. “Shall we honor her request?”

      
      “By all means. Her slightest wish is our command.” Peter gave Kristy a teasing swat on the back. “See you later! Oh—check
         the fridge door—Mom left a note for you.”
      

      
      “So what else is new?” Kristy snapped. She continued up the walk and went into the house.

      
      As she let the screen door slam shut behind her, the engine of Peter’s car churned to life in the driveway. She heard the
         crunch of gravel as he backed out into the street and the sudden shriek of burning rubber as he slammed down the accelerator.
      

      
      “Go to—and stay there,” she mumbled halfheartedly into the silence of the empty house.
      

      
      Dropping her backpack on the coffee table, she bent to gather up the letters that’d been pushed through the mail slot in the
         door. She carried them out to the kitchen and tossed them onto the counter while she smoothed out her lunch bag and put it
         into a drawer. Her mother was undoubtedly the only woman in the world who made her children save their lunch bags for reuse.
         The note Peter had told her about was attached to the refrigerator with magnets. As she had known it would be, it was headed,
         “Things To Do List.”
      

      
      
         	
            When Eric gets home, make him change his clothes

         

         	
            Clean up kitchen

         

         	
            Do laundry

         

         	
            Defrost hamburger meat

         

         	
            Put potatoes in oven at 5:00

         

         	
            Make salad

         

      

      
      Well, Eric wasn’t home yet, since the elementary school let out after the high school. “Clean up kitchen” could, in itself,
         take the whole afternoon. Kristy glanced around her in despair. The boys’ cereal bowls from the morning sat out on the table
         with milk soured in their bottoms, and the egg plates were thick with yellow yolk dried onto them like cement. There was a
         pool of some unidentifiable liquid on the linoleum at the base of the refrigerator, and the lunch fixings were still on the counter where
         she herself had left them when Peter yelled that he was leaving and “anybody who wants a ride had better get out here.” She’d
         dashed for the door with her hands still gummy with peanut butter, and the jelly jar had somehow overturned onto the stove
         top, where the purple glop had dripped into one of the burners.
      

      
      Why couldn’t their mom stay home and take care of things like some other mothers? Kristy asked herself bitterly as she surveyed the mess. She’d done that for a while after Eric was born, and it’d been great.
         But when Eric reached school age, she’d considered taking a part-time job, and their father had suggested she go for it. She
         got a job right away at JCPenney and quickly moved up to full-time. “We can use the extra income,” Mrs. Grange had told them,
         and now with Peter planning to go to an out-of-state college and with Niles right behind him, it seemed doubtful that she’d
         ever be able to stop working. Kristy suspected she didn’t really want to. Her mom actually liked her job. And why would anybody
         choose to stay home and do chores when there was a sixteen-year-old daughter to do them for her?
      

      
      With a sigh of self-pity, Kristy shoved the stopper into the sink and turned on the hot water. She might as well put the egg
         plates in to soak before she rounded up the laundry. The upstairs hamper was always an adventure; eight million smelly socks and a ton of jeans were to be expected, but once there had been a slithering, three-foot-long black
         snake of Eric’s, and on another occasion she’d found a joint in one of Niles’s pockets. That had been a worthwhile discovery—he’d
         been grounded for a week.
      

      
      The mail lay dangerously close to the grape jelly. Kristy picked up the envelopes and rifled through them. It was mostly junk
         mail, with one formal letter addressed to “The Parents of a High School Senior” from a photo studio. And there was a square,
         white envelope—
      

      
      Kristy stared at it. MS. KRISTY GRANGE was printed above the address in neatly rounded letters. Who in the world would be writing a letter to her? Maybe it’s just fancy junk mail, Kristy speculated. But the envelope had the look of a formal invitation. Was she really being asked to something—maybe a
         party?
      

      
      Placing the remainder of the mail on a clean spot near the counter’s edge, Kristy began to open the envelope. She did it slowly,
         making the suspense last. Whatever it was, this envelope had to have something special inside.
      

      
      For the first time since she’d gotten up that morning, Kristy Grange was smiling.

      
      “It’s a joke,” Laura Snow said shakily. “It’s got to be a joke.”

      
      “My goodness, honey, you look like you’re about to fall over.” Her mother leaned over her shoulder to read aloud the letter Laura clutched in her hand. “ ‘We are pleased to inform you that you have been selected for membership in
         the Modesta chapter of Daughters of Eve.’ ”
      

      
      “It’s a joke,” Laura said again.

      
      “Now, why do you say that?” her mother asked her. “It looks real enough to me. What is this club anyway, some sort of sorority?”

      
      “It’s only”—Laura stressed the word sarcastically—“the most exclusive club at Modesta High. They have a membership of only ten girls,
         and each year they invite just enough new members to join to replace the graduating seniors. Erika Schneider’s the president—you
         know who Erika is, don’t you? She’s the coolest girl in the Senior Honor Society. And there’s Madison Ellis and Ann Whitten
         and Tammy Carncross.” She shook her head firmly. “Somebody put my name on an invitation just to be funny.”
      

      
      “Laura, honey, what am I going to do with you?” Mrs. Snow regarded her daughter with affectionate exasperation. “Most girls
         would be squealing and jumping around, just ecstatic, and here you are, saying, ‘It’s a joke.’ Why wouldn’t they want you
         to join their club?”
      

      
      “Oh, Mom, come on.” How could she answer such a ridiculous question? All her mom had to do was look at her, just once, with
         her eyes wide open. If she did she might see her as she was: a massive lump with boobs that looked like twin watermelons and
         a butt that looked like twin something-elses. But her mom was blinded by something—love? Familiarity? Maybe the fact that she was overweight herself made bulk seem the norm.
      

      
      “One reason they wouldn’t want me is that I’m a junior,” Laura told her as patiently as she could. “The policy is to take
         in the incoming sophomores. If I was a choice, it would’ve been last year.”
      

      
      “Well, evidently they missed you then and now they realize what a mistake they made.” Her mother looked bewildered. “I don’t
         understand you, honey. Don’t you want to join? Clubs are such an important part of student life.”
      

      
      “Don’t I want to join?” Tentatively, daringly, she let her imagination reach out and play at the edge of the impossible. She
         wanted to belong to Daughters of Eve the way she wanted to look like Madison Ellis—to be homecoming queen—to be a cheerleader—to
         be able to lose forty pounds overnight. She wanted it the way she wanted Peter Grange to fall in love with her. She wanted
         it the way, as a little girl, she had wanted to be a fairy princess so that she could wave her magic wand and fix all the
         cracks in her parents’ splintering marriage; she wanted it with so much intensity that the mere thought made her dizzy.
      

      
      Was it possible—could it really be possible?—was the invitation for real?

      
      Slowly, Laura lowered her eyes to the envelope that lay in her lap. It was her name. It was her address. There was no mistake
         there. She looked at the card in her hand. We are pleased to inform you…

      
      “I could go to the meeting,” she said slowly. “The worst that could happen is that Erika would ask me what I was doing there.
         I could always say I walked into the wrong room by mistake when I was looking for a different meeting.”
      

      
      “Erika won’t ask you what you’re doing there. She’ll be thrilled that you want to attend.” Mrs. Snow smiled fondly at her
         daughter. “You’re being so silly!”
      

      
      “Daughters of Eve?” Bart Rheardon frowned thoughtfully. “I’ve never heard of it. Is it a religious organization?”

      
      “It’s a school club, Dad,” Jane said. “I don’t really know too much about it, except that some cool girls belong to it. It’s
         a secret society. Nobody’s allowed to say what they do at the meetings.”
      

      
      “I don’t like the sound of that.” Mr. Rheardon turned to his wife, who was engrossed in television.

      
      “Ellie, have you ever heard of a group called Daughters of Eve?”

      
      “What? Oh, sure,” Mrs. Rheardon said, her eyes still glued to the screen, where a gorgeous doctor leaned worriedly over a
         pale and beautiful patient.
      

      
      “Hey, turn that thing off. We’re trying to talk about something.” Mr. Rheardon brought his fist down hard on his knee. “Ellie,
         do you hear me?”
      

      
      “Sure. Sure, honey. I’m sorry.” His wife leaned forward quickly. She pressed the mute button on the remote, and then, after a quick glance at her husband’s face, turned the TV off completely. Quite suddenly the room seemed double
         its former size and oddly empty.
      

      
      Glancing back and forth between her parents, Jane felt the tiny muscle at the corner of her left eye tighten suddenly. It
         was the beginning of the tic she often got when she was nervous. I shouldn’t have shown Dad the invitation, she told herself miserably. She should’ve known something unpleasant would come of it.
      

      
      Still, when he’d come home that evening, he’d been in one of his good moods, laughing and teasing and reaching up playfully
         to slap his hand against the door frame in a joking attempt to pretend he was taller than the doorway and had forgotten to
         duck his head.
      

      
      “What’s new in your life, chicken?” he’d asked, ruffling the fine, light hair he’d referred to since her babyhood as “Janie’s
         chicken fluff.” And, on impulse, because it was such a happy surprise to see him this way on a Friday, Jane had brought out
         the invitation.
      

      
      “I’ve been asked to join a club.”

      
      “That’s nice. That’s great, chicken.” He’d laid the card on the end table and gone out to the kitchen to fix himself his martini.
         A moment later Jane had heard his voice raised in accusing anger. There was no gin?! What happened to the gin? No, of course
         he hadn’t finished it all last night. It couldn’t possibly have been used up that quickly. And, if it had been, why the hell
         hadn’t Ellen bought more when she was out doing the grocery shopping? The liquor store was less than a half block down from the grocery
         store, and it was even on the same side of the street. Well, now he’d have to get back into his car and go out into the rush-hour
         traffic on a Friday, which was always one of the worst days at work….
      

      
      After that, of course, nothing could go right. The gin, when he did arrive home with it, wasn’t the brand he’d wanted. At
         dinner, the chops had been greasy and the beans were canned instead of frozen and the Jell-O hadn’t been chilled long enough
         to hold its shape. The phone rang twice during the meal with women from the church wanting to discuss the potluck (“Don’t
         you women have enough time to jabber during the day, Ellie?”), and the evening paper arrived with the sports section missing.
      

      
      And now there was the invitation, “nice” and “great” when it had first been shown to him, suddenly a source of grave concern.

      
      “What is this group, anyway?” Mr. Rheardon asked suspiciously, his voice unnaturally loud in the silence left in the wake
         of the television. “You say you know about it, Ellie? Where did you hear about it? Has Jane been telling you things she hasn’t
         told me?”
      

      
      “Of course not, dear,” Ellen Rheardon said mildly. “Daughters of Eve is a national organization. There’s a chapter here in
         Modesta that’s been active for years. In fact, I was in it myself when I was in high school.”
      

      
      “You were? You never told me that.” Mr. Rheardon leaned back in his chair and took a long swallow of his drink. “Well, tell
         us. What goes on at the meetings? What are all those secrets Jane was talking about?”
      

      
      “I don’t remember,” Ellen said. “It’s been so many years. They weren’t anything big, just secret passwords and handshakes
         and things like that. We had projects and held bake sales to buy things for the school, and every once in a while we had a
         party.” She paused. Suddenly her lips curved into a smile. “We had a club song. It was about being ‘daughters of one mother,
         sisters to each other.’ We formed a ring and held hands and sang it at the close of all our meetings.”
      

      
      “That sounds like a winner,” Mr. Rheardon said. “Let’s hear it.”

      
      “You mean, you want me to sing it?” His wife looked startled.

      
      “Sure, sing it. We can use a little entertainment around here in the evenings other than those stupid TV shows.”

      
      “Oh, I can’t,” Ellen Rheardon said.

      
      “What do you mean, you ‘can’t’? You’ve forgotten the words?”

      
      “No, it’s not that. It’s just that we took an oath that we wouldn’t sing the song anywhere except within the sisterhood. It
         was—sort of—sacred.” Ellen gave a short, nervous giggle. “You know how kids are about symbols and ceremonies.”
      

      
      “But this is almost twenty years later! You’re a grown woman, for god’s sake, or at least you’re supposed to be. You’re a
         married woman whose husband is making a simple request, and you sit there and tell him—”
      

      
      No, Jane cried silently, no, no, no! Her eye twitched again, hard. She could feel the whole left side of her face contorting with the muscular spasm. She dug
         her fingernails into the palms of her hands and tried to close her mind to her parents’ voices.
      

      
      “… really can’t remember…” her mom was saying; and her dad: “You said you did a few minutes ago. Look, Ellie”—Bart Rheardon’s
         voice was tight and hard—“I’m not about to be shut out of things in my own family. If you think that I’m going to let my daughter
         join the sort of organization that breaks up marriages by holding adult women to silly promises they made in childhood—”
      

      
      “That’s okay, Dad,” Jane broke in quickly. “I don’t want to join anyway.”

      
      “Sure you do. Why else did you haul out that damned invitation and shove it at me? You could hardly wait till I was in the
         door before you started raving about it. ‘I’ve been asked to join a club!’ you yelled, all excited.”
      

      
      “I’ve changed my mind.”

      
      “Well, I haven’t changed mine. Your mother is going to sing for us. I mean it, Ellie. There’s an issue at stake here. I’m
         going to hear that song from beginning to end if I have to—”
      

      
      No, no, no! Silently screaming, Jane jumped to her feet. Her parents didn’t seem to notice. Her mom sat scrunched back in her chair,
         her eyes wide and dark in the pale oval of her childishly unlined face. Her dad was flushed with anger, and a vein in his
         forehead was beginning to throb bright purple. One hand tightly clutched the martini glass, and the other was clenched into
         a fist.
      

      
      “I don’t want to join the stupid club!” Jane screamed at them. “I wouldn’t join it if they paid me to!”

      
      She whirled on her heel and ran from the room, up the stairs to the second-floor hall. She’d left the bedside lamp on in her
         room, and the soft pastels of peach and lime green beckoned to her from the half-open door at the end of the hallway. She
         burst through the doorway, slamming the door behind her, and threw herself facedown on the flowered spread.
      

      
      It was always, always this way on Fridays. How could she have thought tonight would be any different? The “end-of-the-week letdown,” her dad called
         it, when he called it anything, and her mom would say, “That’s just the way men are, dear. You have to accept it. Your dad
         works hard, and he gets so wound up and tense. It makes him happy to have me taking care of things at home; otherwise he’d
         have even more to worry about.”
      

      
      But other people’s fathers didn’t get that wound up, did they? Did Ann Whitten’s gentle, soft-spoken dad break character each
         Friday night to become a raging tyrant? Tammy Carncross’s dad taught science at the school. Did he arrive home at the end of the week shouting for his gin
         bottle? Well, maybe they did. How could she know?
      

      
      How could anyone know for sure what went on in all the neat white houses that lined the streets of a pleasant and sleepy little
         town like Modesta? Behind each door there was a family, and every family held its own secrets, clutched tightly away from
         the eyes of the rest of the world. You didn’t dishonor your family by discussing problems with others—everything here in Modesta
         was very… polite.
      

      
      I wish it were Monday, Jane thought wearily. I wish I were back in school again. Walking down the hall. People laughing and shoving. Lockers clanging. Smelling chewing
            gum and tennis shoes and perfume and chalk dust….

      
      Jane pressed her hands against the sides of her face to control the twitching. From the room below there came a thud and a
         high-pitched cry.
      

      
      A moment later, a thin, wavering voice began to sing.

      
   
      
      
      
Chapter 2


      
      “The meeting will now come to order.” Erika Schneider raised the small wooden gavel and brought it down on the tabletop with a sharp click. She nodded toward the
         partially open door. “Will somebody shut that, please? Thank you, Tammy. Now, everyone join hands and repeat the club pledge.”
      

      
      Hands reached out on all sides around the art-room table and closed around other hands, and a chorus of solemn voices rose
         softly to recite the words:
      

      
      “I pledge myself to the spirit of sisterhood—and to the warmth of friendship. I promise to do my best—as a member of Daughters
         of Eve—to follow the code of loyalty, love and service—laid out for womankind since time’s beginning—and to divulge to no one words spoken in confidence—within this sacred circle.”
      

      
      There was a moment of silence. Then the hands released each other, and there was a shuffle of bodies shifting position to
         sit back more comfortably in the hard, straight-backed chairs.
      

      
      Erika glanced around the table, taking a silent roll call. Everyone was here, including the three new members. An odd trio they are, too, she thought as her eyes lingered momentarily upon their faces—Jane Rheardon, with the delicate, porcelain features and the
         incredible corn-silk hair; freckled, snub-nosed Kristy Grange; and Laura Snow. Erika still had reservations about Laura. The
         vote on her name had been close, and it’d been only because of Irene Stark’s strong support of her that she’d been offered
         membership.
      

      
      “We aren’t selecting candidates for a beauty contest,” Irene had said in that firm, decided way she had. “We’re a school-sponsored
         service club, not a snobby sorority. We’re extending an offer of sisterhood to people we feel would benefit from our supportive
         friendship. As your sponsor and adviser, it’s my definite opinion that Laura Snow is one of those people.”
      

      
      Well, she probably is, Erika conceded silently. It was also true, of course, that beauty wasn’t a criterion for membership. If it had been, Erika
         herself would’ve been an unlikely candidate. When she looked at herself in the mirror and saw a long, pointed nose and small, nearsighted eyes set close together in a narrow face, she was often reminded
         of a giant mosquito. When she put on her glasses, it really completed the picture, for the thick lenses exaggerated her eyes
         until they did, indeed, resemble insect eyes.
      

      
      “I wish you’d let us get you contact lenses,” her mom said repeatedly. “They’d make such a difference, Erika. Don’t you want
         boys to ask you out?”
      

      
      “Not particularly,” Erika answered, and meant it. The senior boys at Modesta High were of little interest to her. The only
         one with even a smattering of intelligence was Gordon Pellet, and he was too lazy to do anything with it.
      

      
      “Don’t you ever want to get married?” was her mom’s second question, delivered always with a soft little sigh of exasperation.
         “You’ll never get married, Erika, if you don’t start going out with boys.” Erika seldom even bothered to answer. Marriage,
         for what it was worth, lay a million miles in the future, if it was there at all. First there was graduation with, she hoped,
         a science scholarship. Then there was college, and after that, med school. On the side there would be studying, which was
         something she enjoyed, and probably a series of mundane jobs to help cover expenses. When love came, if it did, there would
         be time enough to discard her glasses in favor of contacts, but she didn’t intend to find romance among the boring, unambitious males who attended Modesta High.
      

      
      No, Erika wasn’t pretty, and she accepted that fact. Facial construction was something that God gave you. Being overweight
         was another thing entirely. She could think of no reason in the world for people to let themselves become unhealthy. To Erika,
         all it took was some discipline and exercise to stay in shape.
      

      
      Still, what was done was done. The vote had gone through, just barely, and here sat Laura, looking eager and nervous and happy.
         She’d dressed for the occasion in a blue knit top that was pulled so tight across her chest that it looked as though it might
         split at any moment, and her head was squished down, giving her the illusion of extra chins that rested on her chest like
         a stack of saucers on a sky-blue tablecloth. On Laura’s right sat Kristy Grange. There’d been no dissension over voting in
         Kristy; everyone at Modesta High knew the Grange boys, Niles and Peter. On her left was Jane Rheardon, a no-doubter. Besides
         her straight-A record from middle school, Jane was a legacy, her mother having been a member of the Modesta chapter back when
         it had first been established.
      

      
      Erika drew a long breath and addressed herself to the three of them.

      
      “It’s my honor as president of the Modesta chapter of Daughters of Eve to welcome you—Jane, Laura and Kristy—to our meeting and to extend a formal invitation to you to become members of our sisterhood. I’m Erika Schneider, and
         here on my left is our faculty sponsor, Irene Stark. She was sponsor of the Jefferson chapter in Chicago before she moved
         here the middle of last year, so she has a real background working with this organization. Do you want to say anything, Irene?”
      

      
      “Well, I’ll add my welcome to yours, Erika,” Irene Stark said in a low, rich voice. “I want you girls to know how pleased
         we are to have you with us. You all know me as your art teacher, and, of course, I’m ‘Ms. Stark’ to you in class, but within
         our sisterhood I just want to be ‘Irene.’ I want you to feel free to come to me at any time with your problems, and to consider
         me a friend and, if you can, a sort of older sister.” She turned to Erika with a smile. “Is there more I should be telling
         them, Madam President?”
      

      
      “I think you covered it, Irene.” Erika gently stressed the use of the given name. Of all the teachers with whom she’d had
         contact during her school years, Irene Stark was the only one who’d ever made her feel like a contemporary.
      

      
      “Will the secretary please read the minutes of the last meeting?” Erika asked.

      
      Ann Whitten got to her feet.

      
      “The September eighteenth meeting of the Modesta chapter of Daughters of Eve was held in the high-school art room,” she read carefully, frowning down at her own handwriting. “Seven members were present. The minutes of the final
         meeting in May were read and accepted, and the treasurer’s report was given.
      

      
      “As there was no old business, the president opened the meeting with the discussion of new members. Six names were suggested
         and voted upon. The girls elected to membership were Jane Rheardon, Kristy Grange and Laura Snow. It was decided that invitations
         be issued immediately so the member-elects could be initiated at the next meeting.
      

      
      “As there was no other business, Tammy Carncross moved that the meeting be adjourned. Paula Brummell seconded the motion.
         The meeting was adjourned. Respectfully submitted, Ann Whitten, secretary.”
      

      
      Ann raised her face from her notes, looking flushed and a trifle embarrassed.

      
      “I’m sorry that didn’t sound very businesslike. I’ve never taken minutes before.”

      
      “They were fine,” Erika said. “Are there any additions or corrections? Paula?”

      
      “This isn’t exactly an addition or correction,” Paula Brummell said. “I just wanted to ask a question. Why is it we were only
         able to vote in three members? Is there some special reason why our number has to be kept to ten?”
      

      
      “Is there, Irene?” Erika asked, turning to the teacher.

      
      “I think the ruling is based on the size of the student body,” Irene said. “The school in Chicago was quite a bit larger than
         Modesta High, so we were allowed seventeen members in our Jefferson chapter. The bylaws were formed at the national level,
         so we really don’t have much to say about them.”
      

      
      “I think they’re stupid,” Paula said. “We wanted six girls as members, but we could only vote in three of them. What would
         be the problem with increasing our membership to thirteen?”
      

      
      “Then the club wouldn’t be as exclusive,” said Holly Underwood. “Daughters of Eve has a reputation. We’re not just any group
         that anybody can get into—we’re the group. If we started taking in a bunch of extra people, it wouldn’t mean as much to be a member.”
      

      
      “There’s more to it than that,” Irene said. “The importance of our group is the quality of sisterhood we offer each other,
         and that quality shows itself in what we do for the school. Each member’s problems are the problems of all of us; we relate
         closely to each other with trust and loyalty and caring. When you expand membership, that personal element lessens. Pretty
         soon the group splits into subgroups who care more about themselves than about the membership as a whole.”
      

      
      “That makes sense,” Erika said. “And now, I wonder if our prospective members have any questions before their initiation.”

      
      There was a pause. Then Kristy raised her hand.
      

      
      “I’ve got sort of a problem about the meeting time,” she said. “Is it always after school on Mondays?”

      
      “It always has been,” Erika told her. “Do you have a conflict?” Erika was surprised—she wasn’t aware of Kristy being involved
         in any sports or other extracurricular activities. “Would another afternoon be better?”
      

      
      Kristy hesitated, then shook her head. “No, not really, I guess. It’s okay. I’ll work things out.”

      
      “Do you have any questions, Laura?”

      
      “No,” Laura Snow said softly. Her eyes were glowing.

      
      “Jane?”

      
      Jane Rheardon gave a little start, as though her mind had been somewhere else. “I’m sorry, I missed the question.”

      
      “Do you have any questions about the club?” Erika asked patiently.

      
      “No,” Jane said. “I don’t have any questions at all.”

      
      Something is wrong.

      
      Wrong how?

      
      I don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it.

      
      Then it can’t be very important.

      
      It was a habit of Tammy Carncross’s to have discussions with herself inside her head. Sometimes she felt there must really
         be two parts of her, two distinct personalities; one was the thinking part, and the other one went strictly on emotions. As she sat now, silent, watching the initiation take place, the two voices within her head went
         back and forth at each other like bickering children, and Tammy longed to tell them, Shut up! Be quiet. I’m trying to enjoy the ceremony.

      
      The shades in the art-room windows had been closed, and three white candles had been lit. Before them, Erika had placed an
         open Bible from which she read aloud:
      

      
      “And Ruth said, ‘Entreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go;
         and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God. Where thou diest, will I die, and
         there will I be buried: the Lord do so to me, and more also, if aught but death part thee and me.’ ”
      

      
      It was a moving ceremony. At last year’s initiation Tammy had found her eyes filling with tears at the beauty of the ancient
         words as they described the devotion of one woman to another and her decision to follow her friend to a strange and foreign
         land rather than let her journey there alone. They were no less beautiful now. The three new members stood with bent heads,
         and the light from the candles flickered softly upon their faces and threw leaping shadows on the far wall.
      

      
      “Such is the spirit of sisterhood—”

      
      Something is wrong.

      
      You have no reason for thinking that.

      
      I have this feeling—

      
      At home they joked a lot about Tammy’s “feelings.” “Our oracle,” her father called her, in the same fond way he called Tammy’s
         older sister, Marnie, “our brain.” It was a form of teasing, but there was just enough truth behind the nicknames to make
         them more than casual. Marnie had aced her way into a scholarship to Northwestern, the same college from which their father
         had graduated, and when Tammy had feelings, her family listened even when they laughed. Her mother liked to tell about a time
         when her younger daughter was three and had a “funny feeling” about the toilet in the ground-floor bathroom. “It feels mad
         at us,” she’d announced with great earnestness. The next morning they had woken up to find that the toilet had backed up overnight
         and the entire first floor was inches deep in water, and Mrs. Carncross, who was a writer, had written the incident up as
         a short feature for the “Out of the Mouths of Babes” section of a national parenting magazine.
      

      
      Tammy herself couldn’t remember that occasion, because she had been too little, but over the years she’d come to accept her
         feelings as a natural extension of her thought process. When she took a school exam, she would think through each problem
         to a logical answer, and then, before writing it down, she would ask herself, But what do I feel? If the thought and the feeling weren’t compatible, she would redo the problem.
      

      
      Tammy also had feelings about people. These didn’t come to her often, but when they did occur, they were rarely misleading.
         Two years ago she’d been one of the girls standing before the row of candles, listening to the biblical story of Ruth. Four
         girls were being initiated, and Tammy had known none of the others. Shy by nature, and awed by the solemnity of the occasion,
         she’d been standing with lowered eyes, with her full attention on the reading, when she’d become suddenly hyperaware of the
         girl standing next to her and of another girl at the end of the row just outside the circle of light.
      

      
      They will be my friends, Tammy had thought.
      

      
      The knowledge had come to her with such certainty that her lips had curved involuntarily into a smile, and Marnie, who was
         then president, had paused in her reading and frowned at her reprovingly. “You were laughing during the Bible reading,” she
         accused later, and Tammy had said, “No, I wasn’t, Marn. I was just feeling happy.”
      

      
      It hadn’t happened overnight. The bonds between them had grown slowly. But now, in their senior year, Ann Whitten and Kelly
         Johnson were her closest friends.
      

      
      Today, with the same intensity of feeling, Tammy knew that something was very wrong. There was an alien presence in the room.
         It moved like a shadow between her eyes and the flickering candles, and though the room was warm, actually quite hot with
         the windows covered and the people within it gathered so close together, Tammy shivered.
      

      
      What is it—?

      
      And then she saw it, thick and dark, dripping from one of the candles like melted wax. The word flashed through her mind like
         a high-pitched scream—BLOOD!
      

      
      Did nobody else see it? Evidently not. Or perhaps they simply didn’t want to see.

      
      Erika had laid the Bible aside now and was explaining the meaning of the pledge. “It shows us in the Bible that Eve was the
         universal mother, so we are all, in a sense, her daughters, and by acknowledging this we claim each other as sisters. Just
         as Ruth was willing to sacrifice her personal comfort, her ties to home and her chance for remarriage in order to be supportive
         of Naomi when she was lonely and in need, so do we, within this sisterhood, promise to make the same sacrifices for each other.
         Do you so vow?”
      

      
      Three voices—softly—“I do.”

      
      “Then let us welcome our three new sisters into the light!”

      
      Someone switched on the overhead lights. The room leaped into brilliance.

      
      The candle shafts gleamed white and pure.

      
      Tammy closed her eyes and pressed her hands against the lids. It hadn’t been real; there was no blood. Her mind had been playing
         a trick on her. But there in her self-created darkness, the bleeding taper reappeared, etched against the inside of her lids, and a terrible warning kept shrilling through her brain.
      

      
      She felt a hand on her shoulder.

      
      “Is something wrong, Tammy?” Irene Stark asked her worriedly. “Are you feeling sick?”

      
      Tammy lowered her hands from her face and blinked at the brightness. The other girls were all out of their seats now, gathered
         in a noisy, welcoming group around the new ones. The room was filled with laughter and happy chatter and hugs.
      

      
      “Are you sick?” Irene asked again, and Tammy nodded.

      
      “It’s so hot in here,” she said weakly. “I think I’d better go out—where it’s not so hot.” She got up from her seat, crossed
         the room and opened the door. The air from the hallway felt cool against her face.
      

      
      “Hey, Tammy, where are you going?” Kelly Johnson called out to her, but she didn’t answer. Halfway down the hall she broke
         into a run. She reached the door at the end and hurled herself against it, pushing it wide, and a moment later she was outside,
         running through the golden sweetness of the September afternoon.
      

      
   
      
      
      
Chapter 3


      
      Ann Whitten recognized the sound of the pickup truck and smiled to herself in the darkness before it came around the bend. Half an hour late, as always, she thought without rancor, and used her foot to give a little shove to set the porch swing to rhythmic creaking. She focused
         her eyes on the curve of the road and waited for the lights to appear like two great cat eyes slashing through the black.
         When they did she was only mildly surprised to see that one of them had a drooping lid.
      

      
      Dave gets one thing working and something else goes wrong, she thought with a sigh as the truck came groaning into the driveway and pulled to a stop behind her father’s sedan. It gave
         a roar and a gasp and went sputtering into silence; the cat eyes blinked once and went out.
      

      
      The door of the cab opened and slammed closed, and a moment later Dave was coming across the lawn, the white splash of his
         shirt catching the light from the living-room windows. As he mounted the porch steps and turned to press the doorbell, Ann
         said, “Boo!”
      

      
      He gave a start, and she laughed with satisfaction. “Did I scare you?”
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