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NO ONE DOES IT BETTER THAN CHRISTOPHER PIKE



WITCH

She saw the future. She saw death.

MONSTER

They were no longer human….

DIE SOFTLY

He took a picture of death….

ROAD TO NOWHERE

Death came along for the ride….

REMEMBER ME

They killed her…but she came back.








THE LIVING DEAD

She was where she had been a moment ago. But nothing was the same. The sun was coming up, not going down. The air was still, the cemetery neat and tidy. She climbed slowly to her knees. What had happened? She remembered a branch falling, but when she glanced up, she could see no place where a limb had broken off. She couldn’t find the flowers she had brought for Mike.

“Where am I?” she whispered.

She touched the soil beside her. That, too, had changed. The earth was looser than it had been when she arrived, as if it had just been dug up and shoveled back over a coffin.

“Mike,” she whispered.

It looked so very fresh.

She stood and began to back up. “No, Mike.”

Fresh as a body that had just been buried.

The brown soil on top of the plot began to stir.

“Stop it, Mike!” Jean cried.

Something poked up through the brown earth into the air.
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FOR MIKE, MY NEPHEW






CHAPTER [image: ] ONE


“Trans Island flight one-oh-one to Maui,” the speakers in the airport lounge called out. “Please board now.”

That’s me, Jean Fiscal thought. That’s my plane.

She was going to Hawaii for spring vacation, and it was totally awesome. As she stood up to board the jet, Jean gulped down the remainder of her Coke and danish. Paradise was waiting. She grabbed her carry-on bag and purse—checking for the tenth time that she had her ticket—and hurried to the gate. She had never been to Hawaii before. She had been born and raised in Los Angeles and had never even been out of California.

“How long till we take off?” Jean asked the burly flight attendant as he checked her boarding pass. He glanced at her, amused by her excitement.

“Sometimes they roll you out onto the runway and leave you there for hours,” he said.

Jean laughed. “You’re a lousy advertisement for your company.”

“You don’t know how right you are. I’ve never even been on a plane.”

“Are you kidding?”

He shook his head. “I’ve worked here fifteen years and seen too many of them crash on takeoff.”

Jean gave him a knowing nod. “I guess the smell of the burned bodies gets to you after a while.”

He finally laughed. “Yeah, that’s it exactly.” He handed her back half the boarding pass. “You have a nice safe trip. Have fun while you’re at it.”

“Thanks. I’m already having fun.”

Passengers were backed up in a small knot at the door leading to the plane. This was no business flight. Dress was casual. Half the people had on Hawaiian shirts. They were all chatting about the things they were going to do on the islands. Jean remembered the guidebook she had bought the previous week. She’d have to finish reading it on the plane. It was presently six in the morning. The flight was five hours long, but because of the time change, she’d land in Maui as early as nine. She wasn’t even going to lose half a day traveling.

But that’s hardly a bargain. I’ve already lost two days of my vacation.

It was Monday. Her two friends, Mandy Bart and Michele Kala, had left for Hawaii on Saturday, two days earlier. She was supposed to have flown with them, but her chemistry teacher stopped her. Friday, in the middle of a major acid-base reaction exam, her mom had called the school to have her go home. Apparently their dog—her name was Spotty, and she was a snow white retriever without a spot on her—was in the middle of delivering a half-dozen puppies. Jean hadn’t known what to think. She was fond of Spotty but thought her mom was overreacting and treating Spotty like the obedient daughter she had never had. Anyway, she told her mom to call the paramedics. Her mom was not amused and ordered her to get home that instant to help her or else she would never forgive her.

So Jean drove home. When she got there, twenty minutes later, Spotty was the proud mother of seven puppies and doing just fine, thank you. Her mom was so relieved she gave Jean a huge hug. Back at school, thirty minutes after that, Jean was told by her chemistry teacher to come in on Sunday afternoon—and only Sunday afternoon—to make up her exam. He had plans that couldn’t be changed. The alternative was to take a big F on the test. The teacher wasn’t totally unconcerned about trips to Hawaii and six-month-old plans, but his life was more important than Jean’s. Since Jean was a conscientious student and planned on going to college to major in something that would make her a ton of money, she agreed to the conditions without any violent threats. Barely.

Her teacher really wasn’t a complete jerk about the situation, though. He had a doctor friend write her a note explaining to the airline that her sinuses had been too clogged to fly the previous Saturday. With the note Jean had been able to change her flight to Monday morning without paying extra. This was important to Jean because she was traveling on a tight budget. She had earned the money for the trip all by herself, working as a survey girl at the local mall. The pay fit the job—both were lousy.

“Hi! My name’s Jean Fiscal! May I ask you a few questions? Thank you so much! Do you eat Jell-O? Do you like strawberry or lime? How much money does your household take in in a year? Does your husband like Jell-O? What flavor? Grape? Oh, no, it’s different from your favorite! How long have you two been married?”

It was amazing how many people she spoke to actually considered each question carefully before responding.

At last the crowd at the door thinned out enough, and Jean went inside. The cabin was warm, hot even. She began to perspire, and she only had on baggy green shorts and a white cotton blouse. Her seat was 37A. She asked a smartly dressed middle-aged flight attendant named Patricia where it was.

“In the back on the right,” Patricia said.

“Is that by the window?” Jean asked.

“Yes,” the flight attendant replied, stowing what looked like a golf bag in an overhead compartment with a door that was threatening to fall down and bite off her right arm. “Have you flown before?”

“No.” Jean frowned. “Does it show?”

“No,” Patricia said. “It was just an educated guess. Please take a seat as soon as possible. You’re blocking the aisle.”

It shows. I’ve got to stop smiling. I’ve got to be cool.

Jean found her seat and stowed her carry-on bag under the seat in front of her. She wanted easy access to it because she had brought—besides her tourist guide—a number of other books to read. She was currently into big trashy Hollywood novels. She told herself that she read the books because everyone else did, and she wanted to be able to discuss them in social situations. Actually, she just liked the dirty parts. She had an idea that she would no longer enjoy reading about sex after she had done it. So she wanted to gather as much written information beforehand. Mandy and Michele said there were boys in Hawaii, lots of boys.

I’m not going to do it, though, no matter what he looks like. I’m not a tramp. Then I’d have to read my chemistry textbook on the flight home.

Jean might not have wanted to lose her virginity in Hawaii, but she wanted to come close. She longed for romance. Oh, she’d had boyfriends—two of them to be exact. Ted Deeds had been the first. They’d met two years ago, when she was sixteen and he was twenty. He’d been an older, experienced man. He was so experienced that on their first date he confided in her that he wanted to enter the seminary and become a priest. She should have known he was a losing cause right away. A priest, for Godsakes! She had to wait two months and eight dates before they made out, and then she just knew the whole time they were kissing that he was thinking about what his penance would be when he went to confession the next day. It ruined the whole experience for her.

Then there was Bob Falst, dear confused Bob. On the surface he appeared to be a normal warm-blooded American boy. He was eighteen and horny, and he looked pretty good, too. She met him in her doctor’s office. She was there with a bad case of something the doctor never diagnosed, but which shortly went away. Bob was there because—she was to learn this much later—he was a hypochondriac.

Bob liked to make out. They made out in his car a dozen times. But about half those times she hurt him. She didn’t mean to. She wasn’t sure how she did it, or when, or even exactly what she did to him. But by God he would suddenly be in tremendous pain, and he would let her know it was her fault. Bob was a paranoid hypochondriac. They could be in his car kissing passionately and he would lean slightly forward and herniate two disks in his neck. Just like that. He had the physiology of a scarecrow, and her embrace was like a blue torch across his straw guts. She never went all the way with Bob. She figured he would need a brain transplant if he had real sex.

So that was her love life—pathetic. Her demands were very reasonable at this point. She just wanted to meet a guy who hadn’t heard the voice of God and who didn’t spend his nights counting the germs in his bedroom. She figured Hawaii would be the place.

At last the plane was ready to take off. As they taxied away from the terminal, Jean was pleased that the seat beside her was still unoccupied. She had been up late the night before packing and was hoping to take a nap during the flight, which would be easier without close company. The empty seat appeared to be one of the few on the plane. In fact, as far as she could tell, it was the only one.

The runway wasn’t crowded. They only had to wait a couple of minutes before they were in position to take off. As Jean buckled up, she gazed excitedly out the window. The jet engines began to whine and then roar as they pushed the giant plane forward. The feeling of speed was exhilarating. Jean felt herself being pushed back in her seat as they tore down the runway. Then, all at once, they were in the air, and it was like magic that something so big could fly with the birds. The hotels and other buildings surrounding the airport shrunk beneath them. Within seconds they were out over the ocean.

Then both the ground and the ocean vanished. L.A. was covered with overcast that morning. They were in the air less than fifteen seconds when they entered a gray cloud. Up and up they climbed, and the featureless gray remained. Jean began to feel cheated. It was her first flight, after all. She decided it was good she hadn’t had to pay extra for a window seat.

But she was still happy. She watched attentively—she appeared to be the only one doing it—as the flight attendants demonstrated what to do in case of emergency. She paid attention to all of the captain’s announcements, particularly the one that said they would probably arrive twenty minutes early. Another twenty minutes of vacation! She knew she was going to be sick at heart when she boarded the plane late next Sunday to return home, and even sicker when she woke up for school the following morning.

The flight attendants came by—Patricia was taking Jean’s aisle—and offered everyone a beverage. Jean requested bottled water. She was a cola freak but knew the caffeine would keep her awake. Now that the excitement of takeoff had worn off, and she knew the clouds were going to stay for a while, her fatigue hit her. Lunch and the movie weren’t scheduled until the second half of the flight. If she was going to sleep, she decided, now would be the time. Fetching a pillow and blanket from the overhead compartment, she curled up in a ball in the seat, her forehead resting on the window. She was out in a minute.






CHAPTER [image: ] TWO


She awoke with the feeling that someone was sitting beside her. The person in question hadn’t touched her in any way or spoken to her, but she knew—even before she opened her eyes—that someone was there. She felt something else, too, in that moment—a chill. It was slight. It passed over her body like a wisp of autumn fog and was gone almost before she recognized it as having been there.

She turned her head slightly and was looking at Mike.

He appeared to be about her age, eighteen, and his hair color was similar to hers, light brown. But there the resemblance ended. Jean was tan—she went to the beach often—and had classic California good looks. Her smile was absurdly bright. Her dad had never given her a penny of allowance while she was growing up, but he had sent her to an expensive orthodontist. Her hair was very shiny, and she wore it long, straight down her back. Both Ted and Bob had commented on the softness of her brown eyes. Apparently, she looked sweet even when she was about to explode in anger, which she did only when someone tried to take advantage of her. She was nobody’s fool, except perhaps when it came to boys, who, of course, she could never get to take advantage of her.

The fellow sitting beside her didn’t have typical good looks, but she didn’t hold that against him. She preferred interesting-looking guys, and he certainly was different. There was a gentleness in the lines of his face, an innocence. He had a frail build and carried himself carefully. He looked as if he had seen little of the outside world. His pale skin shone even in the poor light coming through the cloud-clad windows.

“Hi,” Jean said.

He jumped slightly when she spoke, as if he were unaware that she was there. His eyes were light brown, creased at the edges with faint sad lines. He glanced quickly over at her.

“Hello,” he said.

Jean smiled. “Where did you come from?”

Her question appeared to confuse him. “I was sitting here.”

“Have you been sitting there awhile?”

He hesitated. “Yes.”

“Have I been asleep a long time?” she asked. Her watch seemed to have stopped.

“Yes.”

Jean yawned. “I don’t mind you sitting here.” She gestured to the small movie screen off to their right. “We’ll have a good view of the movie. Do you know what it’s going to be?”

“No.”

“I hope it’s one I haven’t seen. I go to practically every movie. I work at a mall. They have ten theaters there. I sneak into them all the time. Do you go to the movies much?”

“Never,” he said.

“Really? Where are you from? Is that a southern accent I hear?”

He relaxed and smiled, and even though his eyes remained sad, his smile was warm. “I’m from Hoker, Alabama. It’s a small town, back in the hills. There isn’t a movie theater there.”

“Wow. What do you do for entertainment?”

“I go for long walks in the hills. I bring my rifle with me.”

“Do you go hunting?”

“Yes.”

“Do you shoot animals and eat them?”

He nodded. “Raccoons mainly. They taste good cooked over an open fire.” He added, “I never shoot anything I don’t eat.”

“Oh, I think that’s fine—hunting for food, I mean. It’s just that I never met anyone who did it before.” She chuckled. “Around my neighborhood we have grocery stores.”

“We have a grocery store in Hoker. But it’s a poor area. The store is small, and we can’t always buy everything we need.”

“You sound like real survivors to me. I admire that.” She offered her hand. “My name’s Jean Fiscal. What’s yours?”

He shook her hand, his grip feeble. “Mike. Mike Clyde.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mike. Are you traveling alone?”

“Yes.”

“So am I. Isn’t this great? Going to Hawaii, I mean? I’ve been looking forward to it for months. How about you?”

He frowned. “What?”

“Are you excited about going to Hawaii?”

He thought a moment. “Yes. I’ve been looking forward to it for a very long time.”

“I’m glad we’re going to Maui instead of Oahu. I’ve heard it’s real crowded in Honolulu. Are you going to any other island besides Maui?”

“No. Just there.” He smiled faintly. “Maui is the best.”

“That’s what the old adage says. Where are you staying?”

Mike reached inside his shirt pocket and withdrew a heavily creased piece of colored paper. If she felt she was dressed casually, he was ready for a hunting expedition into the hills of Alabama. His blue jeans were worn to pale gray, almost white, and his gray shirt was frayed at the cuffs. The short olive green boots on his feet could have been purchased at any Goodwill. He silently studied the piece of paper in his hand, which he seemed to hold with unusual delight.

“The Island Suites,” he said. “It’s on Kaanapali Beach.”

“That’s where I’m staying! That’s amazing. What are you going to do when you get there?”

Like the inquiry of a few moments earlier, the question was normal enough, but it caught Mike off guard. She had to repeat it for a second time, and then Mike’s gaze suddenly shifted far away.

“I’m going to go in the ocean,” he said softly.

“Well, of course you are. Maui is surrounded by ocean. But what else are you going to do?”

He refocused on her. “I’ve never been in the ocean before.”

She felt like a fool. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that the way I did. I’m a California girl. I grew up beside the ocean. I assume everyone goes in it all the time. Have you ever seen it before?”

“No. But I’ve seen it in pictures.” He gestured to the colored paper in his hand. “They sent me pamphlets when I won the trip.”

“You won this trip to Maui? God, you are one lucky fellow. I had to work my tail off for months to get to go.”

Mike nodded, showing his excitement. “They were having a contest in a magazine I found at our local drugstore. I tore out the coupon and sent it in. I didn’t even have to buy the magazine. And then, two months later, they sent me a letter and said I could go to Hawaii. They sent me an airplane ticket and everything.” He nodded once more. “We get to stay at the nicest hotel in all of Hawaii.”

Actually, their hotel was supposed to be very good, but she knew for a fact there were far more expensive hotels on Maui. Yet she saw no reason to contradict him since he was obviously so happy about the prospect.

“It’s going to be great,” she said. “But can I ask you a stupid question? You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. Do you have pools in Hoker?”

“No.”

“Then can you swim?” she asked.

“There’s a lake not far out of town that I swim in all summer. I’m a good swimmer.” He turned away from her, again gazing off into the distance. Once more the sadness in his expression struck Jean. When he spoke next, he was merely repeating what he had said a moment earlier, yet his tone was different, somehow lost. “I’m a good swimmer.”

Jean felt unclear where he was coming from. “I’m sure you are.”

He briefly closed his eyes. When he spoke next, it was as if he were speaking to himself. “The lake I learned to swim in is nice, but it doesn’t have the water Hawaii does. In Hawaii the water is clean and deep. You can go as deep as you want. You can go down and down, and never get to the bottom.”

Jean smiled nervously. His last remark had sounded so gloomy. “You do get to the bottom eventually.”

He finally turned to her again. But his attention didn’t cause her to relax. It was as if he were seeing right through her.

“When the moon is full, it lights up the water at night,” he said. “You can see the dark fish. You can see the caves of colored coral. The fish swim in the caves, and the tide rushes out. When the time is right, the water rushes through the moonlight to the end of the cave.”

The chill Jean had felt upon awakening suddenly returned, only now it was far colder and deeper—it was the coldness of the moonlit waters he was describing. He was spooking her, and she wanted to know why. She wasn’t easily unnerved. Maybe it was because he was talking firsthand about a place that he had never visited, and he was staring at her with a strange light in his eyes. Yet that didn’t completely explain her feelings to her satisfaction. There was something else that was happening.…

Or something that was about to happen.

An odd thought. What could happen aboard a modern plane? She hastily glanced out the window, and then back at Mike. The feeling of impending doom remained. It was as if one of the dark clouds through which they were passing had seeped into the cabin and was now hanging above them, waiting.

Waiting?

Mike’s pale skin took on an ashen tone.

He just sat there, staring at her.

“Is there something wrong, Mike?” she asked carefully.

“You’re sitting in my seat,” he said flatly.

“No. This is my seat. But if you’d like to sit here, you’re welcome to.” She paused. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

He took a deep breath. “Don’t I look all right?”

“No. I mean, yes, you look fine. But you’re talking a little strange. What is this moonlit cave with the rushing tide? Did you read about it in one of the pamphlets they sent you?”

He took another breath and coughed weakly. “No one talks about it. It’s just there. It’s a place. The water rushes in and it’s warm. It passes through the rays of the moon. When it rushes out, it’s cold.” He coughed again, harder this time. He spoke with effort. “I shouldn’t go there.”

Jean leaned over and patted him on the back. “Are you OK? Should I get you a glass of water?”

He closed his eyes, this time grimacing in pain. He seemed suddenly to become confused. He buried his head in his hands. “Why is this happening again?” he asked desperately.

Jean sat up straight. “What’s happening? Talk to me, Mike! Are you feeling ill?”

He rolled his head toward her, and his hands dropped to his chest, which he hugged tightly, as if he were trying to hold himself together. Sweat glistened on his forehead and dripped salt into his suddenly bloodshot eyes.

Is he having a heart attack?

Mike’s eyes bulged, and his skin took on a faint blue tinge.

“Help me,” he moaned as he sucked in a thin, ragged breath.

“Try to relax,” Jean said, panic sweeping through her. Her own heart was pounding, and as she tried to hold him with both her hands, the conviction that there was something wrong with his heart grew. He was obviously having difficulty breathing, but more than that, he was now shuddering with horrible muscular spasms. He hugged his ribs tightly. It was as if his heart were going to explode any second, out through his rib cage, and spray them both with blood.

“Somebody help us!” she cried.

In seconds they were surrounded by people: Patricia the flight attendant; a tall man in a business suit; another flight attendant. Together they tried to hold Mike as huge convulsions rent his body. He was no longer merely shaking and gasping for air. Now it seemed as if he were being torn apart by some unseen force. His whole spine arched, and he was thrown into the aisle and onto the floor.

“Help him!” Jean screamed.

“He’s having a seizure!” Patricia yelled. “Hold him still.”

The two men grabbed Mike’s upper torso and tried to pin him down. For a moment they had no luck, he was thrashing around so violently.

But then Mike suddenly stopped and became still.

A faint sigh escaped his lips, as the final breath left his body. He lay calmly on his back. A drop of blood appeared at the corner of his mouth. Jean stared at it as it rolled over his chin and onto his neck, tracing a fine red line. It was only one drop; there were no more, but it was enough. Mike stared toward the ceiling of the airplane with vacant and fixed eyes.

“No,” Jean whispered.

Patricia leaned over Mike and began CPR. The flight attendant appeared adept at it. She breathed for Mike, she pumped his heart. She did these two things for what seemed an eternity, but Mike just kept staring at the ceiling without seeing it.

Finally Patricia sat up and met the worried faces gathered around her. “He’s gone,” she said.

“Yes,” Jean whispered. She sat back in her seat. She stared out the window at the gray nothingness. There was no sky, no ocean. There was no world for Mike or herself. She turned her head back to his body. People were once more sitting down. Mike continued to lie where he had fallen. A flight attendant appeared with a green body bag.

I was just talking to him, God.

The flight attendant lay the body bag beside Mike. Patricia helped her partner roll the body inside. A strand of Mike’s brown hair momentarily caught on the bag’s zipper as they pulled it up over his face. They managed to tug it free.

Just a few minutes ago we were talking.

Then Mike was gone. They carried him away. Patricia paused beside Jean as she walked back toward first class. She put her hand on Jean’s shoulder, and they met each other’s gaze for several moments without speaking. Then Patricia’s eyes began to water, and she hurried away.

I knew him just a few minutes.

Jean turned away and rested her forehead on the window, curling herself into a ball beneath her blanket, assuming the same position she had when she had begun her nap. She closed her eyes. Yet it was odd that she continued to see gray clouds. They swam in her mind like vaporous chemicals trying to delude her brain. She saw something else, too—a pale moon inside the clouds, floating in a sky pulsating with white bubbles. Cold white bubbles that sparkled as the moon shone through them.






CHAPTER [image: ] THREE


Jean didn’t wake up until the plane was preparing to land. An announcement from the captain made her sit upright. He was telling the passengers to fasten their seat belts. She opened her eyes and was immediately blinded by the intense glare of the sun. The clouds were gone. Shielding her eyes, she caught a glimpse of wide, warm blue below. They had reached Maui. Her dream vacation was about to begin.

But Mike. What about poor Mike?

His horrible death seemed a dream to her now. She couldn’t get over how he had appeared in her life, made himself a part of it with his sweet and endearing expression, and then vanished. But it was no dream. When the plane had come to a complete stop, and the people were filing out the twin exits, Jean passed the flight attendant named Patricia. Once more their eyes locked.

Jean sniffed. “It was sad about Mike.”

Patricia paused. “Did you know him well?”

Jean shook her head. “Barely. I had just met him.” She paused. “It was just horrible that he had to die so young.”

Once more Patricia’s eyes moistened. She touched Jean’s shoulder. “He was a nice kid. He was so excited about his trip to Hawaii.”

Jean nodded. There were people at her back. She had to get out of their way. She had to get off the plane. God, how she hated the plane. It was like a huge silver coffin now.

“Thanks for what you did for him,” Jean said.

“I didn’t do anything for him,” Patricia said, and there was a note of self-recrimination in her voice. “What’s your name?”

“Jean Fiscal.”

“I’m Patricia.”

Jean nodded at her name badge. “I know.”

They exchanged goodbyes and best wishes. Jean trudged toward the exit, her carry-on bag a lead weight over her shoulder. She felt physically and emotionally drained. No one she knew had ever died before. Death was not a subject she had given much thought. People died on TV and in movies. They weren’t supposed to die in the real world.

My world isn’t real. I’m a flake. All I cared about when I got on that plane was having a good time.

But was that so wrong? Mike himself had been looking forward to having a good time. Perhaps it had been a blessing that he had gone so swiftly, with no idea that his end was so near.

But maybe that wasn’t true.

“Why is this happening again?”

He had said that just before he died. He must have had a serious medical condition. Jean marveled at his bravery at embarking on such an extensive vacation when he was obviously not well. Mike must have been a person who believed in trying to get the most out of life. She wondered if there was a chance he would be buried in Hawaii, and if she could go to his funeral. She sort of doubted it; his family would no doubt want his body returned to Hoker, Alabama. She decided to call the airline the next day to see what arrangements were being made.

Jean stepped off the plane and walked down the steps. The jet had parked a distance from the terminal, and she had to walk across a hundred yards of airfield to reach the baggage area. The air was warm and humid, but not uncomfortably so. A sweet fragrance filled her nostrils. It was undeniably the smell of paradise. She was going to have to try her best to put what had happened out of her mind and enjoy herself.

Of course, she knew it would be impossible to forget Mike Clyde.

Jean was surprised to see that the baggage area was outside. She could never have imagined such a thing. Didn’t it rain almost every day in Hawaii? That’s what the guidebook had said. Apparently, Hawaiians were not bothered by the moods of the great outdoors.

Jean collected her suitcase and scanned the area for Mandy, without success. Jean wasn’t unduly concerned. The plane had arrived early, and Mandy was traditionally a few minutes late. She was probably Jean’s best friend, certainly her oldest one. They had known each other since elementary school. Mandy was a chatterbox but knew how to listen well, too, and they got along with at most two bad arguments a year. Mandy was a fascinating combination of brilliant and dumb. Her wit was the quickest in the school, but when it came to grades, she could only joke about how unnatural it was to be educated.

“Aloha!” Jean heard in her ear a few minutes later as she felt a flowered lei being dropped over her neck. Mandy had sneaked up on her from behind. Jean turned to find Mandy with a tan that looked more like two weeks than two days.
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