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Deadly Fears

Prologue

Tuesday, December 1

The watcher stood on the sidewalk, looking up at the high-rise towering above the city skyline. On the closest exterior wall, a brightly lit, glass-walled elevator, empty of passengers, zoomed to the top, gliding to a stop when it reached the penthouse. 

At 62-stories, the building was one of the tallest in the city. But the watcher was blind to its beauty. In that building was the long-overdue quarry, the target. The time was fast approaching when justice would be done. The caller tapped in a one-digit speed dial code on a cellular phone and frowned at the busy signal.

Deadly Fears

Part 1

Tuesday, December 1

6 p.m.

Megan stood by her office window window, looking out at the city’s night-time lights, relaxing during these few minutes of silence before the evening’s group therapy session began. 

The phone on her desk a few steps away rang, and she moved over to answer it, glancing down at the gold spangle watch on her right wrist. Almost 6 p.m. -- her anonymous caller was right on schedule. Several weeks ago, she’d had caller ID installed on her phone but the number of her 6 p.m. caller always showed up as unavailable. She’d tried using the last number received redial telephone feature but would either get a busy signal or an unanswered ringing. Much as she hated the hassle, she thought that it was probably time to contact the police about the calls.

This time, to her surprise, the words “Metro Police” appeared as the identifier in the caller ID window. With a sharp intake of breath, she grabbed the receiver and identified herself – “Dr. Sanderson.”

She heard a gravelly voice say, “Dr. Sanderson, this is Detective Price from the 3rd precinct. I need to  talk with you about one of your patients. Would this be a good time?”

“Which patient? What’s wrong?” Megan asked.  She heard muffled noises and  voices in the background and assumed the detective was calling from the police station.

“We can talk about that when I get there,” Detective Price said.

“This is really not a good time – I’m just about to start my therapy group session and…”

“Reilly’s group?”  Detective Price’s question cut her off. 

“Danvers? Tom Reilly? What about Tom?”  Megan asked in concern. 

Detective Price ignored her question. “That’s perfect -- I can talk with the other members of the therapy group about Reilly.”

“What’s wrong with ...” 

Detective Price interrupted again. “We’ll talk about it when I get there.” Megan heard the click of the phone in her ear as the detective hung up.

Frowning, Megan put the phone down and searched through papers on her desk, looking for yesterday’s phone message from Tom. After a moment of shuffling through papers, she found the pink slip her receptionist had given her. The message said Tom had called to tell her he had to go out of town for a funeral – there had been a death in his family. The message also said he’d called Kelli Kramer to let her know he wouldn’t be coming by for her – and she had told Tom she would have her brother bring her to the session.

Twice a week, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, Megan conducted group therapy sessions for six phobic patients, based on a therapeutic method she'd developed almost two years ago. She partnered a person with one phobia with a person with a different phobia. The twosome worked together to support each other in their effots to overcome their phobias. Tom Reilly and Kelli Kramer were partners, and Tom regularly came by Kelli Kramer’s apartment to escort her to the session.

Behind her, Megan heard the office door open and turned to see which of her patients it was, a smile of welcome replacing her worried frown.  She'd grown attached to each member of the group and would miss each of them as the time came when they would no longer need her services or the support of the group.

In the doorway was Ruth Patterson, the claustrophobic, and Paul Washington, the city cop who’d developed a career-threatening fear of heights. Megan had partnered them to come to the sessions together. Ruth helped reassure Paul about having to come to the 50th floor of the skyscraper, and Paul comforted Ruth during her terrifying ride in the enclosed space of the elevator. 

“Hello,” Megan said as she walked towards them, trying to hide her worry about Tom. In her usual warm way, Ruth put her arms around Megan and gave her a hug. Paul, more reserved and restrained, just smiled and murmured hello to Megan.

“We thought we’d be late,” Ruth said softly. “As usual, it took me awhile to be able to get into the elevator at my apartment.”

Paul said, “I’ll take part of the blame. You’re not telling how when we got here, I freaked about taking the elevator up to the 50th floor -- that time it was me avoiding the elevator.”

Megan nodded her approval at them, pleased at their mutual supportiveness -- just what each needed.

“You’re not late -- you’re the first ones here. By the way, Tom won’t be with us this evening --” Megan paused, wondering if she should mention anything about the detective’s phone call and imminent arrival. She decided against it, thinking that she’d wait until the entire group was here. She continued, “There was a death in his family so he’s out of town at the funeral.” She wondered what the detective could possibly want to talk with them about. She hoped Tom hadn’t been involved in an accident – he was such a nice, gentle man, a genuine, good person – another of her patients to whom she’d grown attached.

Tom Reilly had been one of the initial members of her phobic group. He suffered from a fear of bugs and insects of any kind. Living in a city apartment with the inevitable cockroaches, spiders, water bugs and whatever was a moment-by-moment challenge for him. Tom spent a disproportionate amount of his income on exterminator fees. Lately, Megan had begun to think that he’d never be able to overcome his fears, no matter how long he was in therapy.

Paul cocked his head and asked, “What about Kelli? How’s she going to get here? Should Ruth and I go get her?”

“That’s very sweet of you, Paul, but Kelli’s brother is bringing her.”
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Part 2

Tuesday, December 1

6 p.m.

Kelli stood shivering by the front door, unable to reach out and turn the doorknob. Nick was standing patiently on the other side, waiting for his sister to gather up enough courage to open the door to him. Even though he’d called up from the intercom in the apartment building lobby to announce himself, Kelli’s fear of the outside world had her struggling with opening the door to let Nick in.

Shaking his head ruefully, he leaned in close to the still-shut door and said, “Kell -- come on, sweetheart, open the door or you’re going to be late for your group.”

He heard a faint whisper, “I can’t, Nicky, I can’t.”

“Sure you can, Sis.”

“Nicky, just use your key -- that’s why you have it.”

“No, that’s only for emergencies. This is not an emergency, sweetie -- this is a chance for you to show you’re stronger than your fear.”

There was a long silence before he heard the click of the deadbolt and then the lock. The sounds brought the smart of tears to his eyes. What courage it had taken for Kelli to unlock the door. He reached his hand toward the doorknob, then pulled back, wanting to let his little sister to open the door herself. 

Slowly, the apartment door swung inward. Kelli stood there, a proud smile on her face. Nick reached out both arms, and Kelli moved in to receive his hug.

“Are you ready to go, Sis?” Nick asked as he gave her a squeeze.

“Nicky, I used to think I was born ready till this happened.”

Kelli grabbed her parka and her small backpack from the entrance hall coatrack, and locked the door behind her.

As they waited for the elevator in a companionable silence, Nick thought about when “this happened.” It had been almost a year now --a year since Kelli had been brutally raped and beaten and left for dead in an alleyway outside the grade school where she taught third grade.

From that day to this, Kelli had been unable to go anywhere by herself. She’d developed, overnight, what was diagnosed as agoraphobia -- an inability to go out into the world. Only regular doses of Paxil enabled her to function, however minimally. She’d tried several therapists with no luck. Then through a friend who suffered from claustrophobia, Kelli had heard about a therapist who was having great success with a partnership approach. Kelli, accompanied by her older sister, Holly, had gone to see this new therapist, Megan Sanderson. They’d been somewhat encouraged by what they heard from Dr. Sanderson and were grateful when she agreed to make room for Kelli in her group therapy schedule.

That had been almsot three months ago, and Nick thought Kelli seemed to be making noticeable progress. She’d been assigned a partner, Tom, who was deathly afraid of bugs. Normally, Tom came to get Kelli for the therapy sessions. However, because of a death in his family, he’d had to go out of town for the funeral. Tom had called Kelli to let her know he wouldn’t be there to accompany her to the session and offered to call one of the other group members to come get her but Kelli said not to worry about it – she would take care of it. 

Kelli had then called Nick to see if he could take her. Nick was happy to do so, for his sister’s sake but also for his own peace of mind. He had a distrust of counselors or "mind benders" as he cynically called them and thought this would be an opportunity to get a look at this person that Kelli had chosen to help her. 
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Part 3

Tuesday, December 1

6 p.m.

At the kitchen sink, Sam Daniels washed his hands again, lathering the antibacterial soap into mounds of foam and using a small white plastic bristled-brush to clean under and around his fingernails. He feared germs and dirt beyond anything else. Before he could leave home, he felt pressured to scrub his hands at least three times. He also had to make sure his apartment was clean and clutter-free. He changed clothes several times a day, and everything he wore had to be spotless, newly washed and ironed. 

He dried his hands on a white towel, then deposited the towel in the washer. He started to turn on the washer, then suddenly stopped, thinking back to Tuesday night’s therapy session. Dr. Sanderson had given him very specific instructions for tonight:

“Sam, before you come to our next therapy session, I want you to leave one thing dirty in your apartment and then be able to report on it to the group.”

At the time, Sam had agreed, certain he would be able to leave one dirty thing, just one thing. Now, he tried to walk away from the washer, then turned back, feeling the uncontrollable power of his phobia. He knew he was going to be unable to leave that dirty towel in there, unwashed. He was reaching out toward the box of detergent when he heard the doorbell. He froze, hand in midair. It was his therapy partner, here to pick him up for tonight’s session. He hesitated, wanting to get the washer started before he answered the door. But the doorbell rang again, insistently, unceasingly. 

Sam went to the door, peered through the peephole to make sure it was Trevor. Yes, it was -- Trevor Bates, a tall, handsome, white-haired man in his early sixties. Just looking at Trevor you’d never think he was afraid of a thing. He appeared to be on top of the world -- well-dressed, well-groomed, a fine specimen of a man. The group would tease him about being an imposter, claiming that he had no fears. But Trevor’s fear was one of the worst phobias it was possible to suffer from -- he was deathly afraid of -- death. At the sight or mention of anything death-related, Trevor would choke up and be unable to breathe. He’d hyperventilate and would sometimes faint if no one was there to help him breathe into a paper bag.

Sam unlocked the locks and opened the door wide, ushering Trevor into the apartment. 

Trevor grinned widely at Sam and asked, “Well, did you do it?”

Sam pretended to be puzzled, wrinkling up his face in a quizzical expression. 

“Come on, Sam, quit fooling around. Did you leave one thing dirty?” Trevor questioned.

Sam wanted more than anything to retreat to the laundry room and start the washer. But he knew Trevor wouldn’t let him get away with it. He grimaced and said, “Yeah, there’s a dirty towel in the washer -- I was just about to start the washer when you rang the doorbell.” A grin lit up Sam’s face as he said, “Hey, I guess I was saved by the bell, huh?”

Trevor reached and clapped Sam on the back. “Way to go, man! The group is going to be so proud.”

Sam could feel the tug of the dirty towel -- intellectually, he knew he was being foolish, but emotionally, it took every ounce of strength and determination he possessed to walk out of the apartment without first starting the washer. Had he been alone, he knew he could not have done it -- could not have left one dirty thing in his apartment, no matter how small and inconsequential it was.

But having Trevor there kept him on track. 
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Part xx

Tuesday, December 1

9 p.m.

Sam and Trevor arrived at Megan’s office a few minues before Kelli and Nick Kramer got there. Megan welcomed them and beamed at them as Trevor bragged about how Sam had left the dirty dish towel in his washer. Sam grinned but said, “I never would have made it without Trevor. I was just about to start the washer when the door bell rang. We decided “I’d been saved by the bell.”

Megan gave Sam a broad smile and patted his arm. Just then, Kelli came through the office door, pulling someone behind her.

“Megan, everybody,” Kelli said, “this is my big brother Nick that I’ve told everyone so much about.” 

Megan thought she could see a faint blush on Nick’s face, along with a tentative smile. She stretched out her hand and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you Nick. Kelli has indeed told us a great deal about you. Kelli, why don’t you introduce everyone to your brother.”

As Kelli turned to the rest of the group members and befgan the introductions, Megan kept a close watch on her patient and her brother.

“Nickie, this is Ruth Patterson, a wonderful woman who has just a tiny fear of being in closed-in spaces, a fear that is otherwise known as...” she pause,pointing to Nick for the answer. When he hesitated, she said, “It’s okay, Nickie. Part of the healing process is naming our fear rather than hiding from it.”

Nick said softly, in an expressionless tone, “Claustrophobia.”

“Right!” Kelli paused then said. “Guys, I must confess that I shared our master list of phobias with Nickie -- he found it as interesting as I did.”

“Next, we have Paul Washington, who tries to avoid heights, which means his fear is...” once again Kelli paused and looked expectantly at Nick.

Nick smiled slightly and said, “It’s not vertigo, like the Hitchcock movie -- it’s acrophobia.”

“That’s accurate, Mr. Kramer,” Megan said, at last joining in the conversation.

Kelli turned to Sam, and put her hand on his arm. “And this fine gentleman is Sam Xxxxx, who has a fear of dirt...”

This time Nickie seemed to draw a blank and shrugged his shoulders. Megan could tell he wasn’t enjoying this byplay at all. She wondered what possessed Kelli to put on such a display. It reallly wasn’t like her. Perhaps she was trying in some odd way to show the group how smart her brother was.

“Sorry, sis, I’ve forgotten that one -- someone will have to help me out,” Nick had a sheepish grin that seemed to say he was sorry to not be as smart as his sister thought he was.

Sam spoke up, as if to put the stranger in their midst at ease. “It’s not one that you hear about very much -- it’s called misophobia.”

Nick nodded. Then Kelli continued, saying, “last but not least is Trevor Spencer who has the same fear we all do but just in a bigger dosage. Trevor is afraid of dying, which means he suffers from...” once again Kelli paused, looking expectantly at Nick. She knew he knew this one because they’d talked about it.

“That one I know -- and I love the sound of it -- thanatobia. In school, I loved that poem “Thanatopsis” by Richard Longfellow so I’ve always remembered the root word, thano.”

“Very good, my boy,” Trevor Bates said, slowly nodding his head of silver hair. 

Just as Megan was about to corral the group and hasten Nick Kramer on his way, her office door swung open and a tall, broad man walked through. In his hand what Megan assumed was his police badge>

“Dr. Sanderson?” he said questioningly.

To date, she’d had amazing success with her strategy. Last month, she’d written and submitted a paper for one of the therapy journals about her theories and her results and hoped to hear that her paper would be considered for publication. 

Even if her paper wasn’t selected for publication, she had seen the practical results of her theory.

She turned back to the floor-to-ceiling windows that served as the exterior wall of her office. The rent was fairly pricey but worth it to her because of the dramatic view the windows afforded of the city. She loved the city, had lived here all her life, except for the 18-month-period she and her husband spent in Columbus, GA when Jake was stationed at Fort Benning.

Jake had not been a big-city boy but had lovingly agreed to live here after he got out of the Army because he wanted to make her happy and knew how much the city meant to her. To satisfy Jake’s love for country living, they’d planned to someday buy a weekend/summer home with a lake and lots of land.

But Jake hadn’t lived to see the fulfillment of that plan

He’d died two years ago last month, a senseless death. One foggy Sunday morning in early November, he’d been jogging along the deserted, rain-slicked city streets. Later, much later, Megan had speculated that at the corner near their apartment, he must have been crossing the street to the deli to pick up the ritual Sunday Times. But then, evidently a car had come careening down the street at high speed. The car struck Jake and continued on its way, not stopping.

Because the police never found the driver, Megan was left without a feeling of closure or justice. Their daughter Alex had been six at the time, just old enough to understand that her beloved Daddy and best playmate was gone from her life forever. Without Alex, Megan sometimes thought she could not have survived. Jake had been her soul-mate, her heart of hearts. She had never envisioned a life without Jake -- the concept would have been unthinkable if it had ever even occurred to her.

She credited her daughter and her therapy practice for saving her sanity and keeping her at least partially on track. As the months and then years passed, she’d become once again the happy, postive optimist that had so delighted and attracted Jake that first day they met at Columbia University. 

Megan had been a freshman, majoring in psychology, and Jake had been just entering medical school. They’d married following her graduation from undergraduate school.  A bright student, she’d gotten her bachelor’s degree in three years -- then had earned her master’s and doctorate around the same time Jake finished his residency -- after successfully navigating the rough waters of medical school and an internship at one of the city’s  less desirable hospitals.

In the two years since losing Jake, Megan had immersed herself in her patients for 10 hours a day, then had immersed herself in Alex, nights and weekends. She’d not dated and had spent minimal time with friends. But in the past several months, that had all begun to change. Three months ago, she’d started working with a computer consultant, Todd Desloge, and recently she’d begun to spend time with him.

Megan smiled as she thought of the plans Todd had made for the upcoming weekend. He’d insisted on going Christmas tree shopping on Saturday and then on Sunday, after she and Alex had returned from church, they would decorate the tree.

Since Jake’s death, she’d not done much for Christmas -- decorating or anything else. There had been presents for Alex but those had been part of the celebration at Jake’s parents’ home. Megan’s mother Jenny had come to live with them after Jake’s death but even she couldn’t get Megan to decorate so the apartment hadn’t had many signs of the holidays. It would feel slightly strange, but perhaps good, to bring out the boxes of Christmas decorations once again, Megan thought. Alex would be ecstatic. Last year, she’d fussed because they had no tree -- but Megan hadn’t felt ready yet to have one.

Jenny Carlson reached down and gently brushed the hair off her sleeping granddaughter’s forehead. Alex stirred and rolled to her side, with what looked like a slight smile on her lips. Jenny clicked off the Winnie the Pooh bedside lamp and backed out of the room.

It was already 9 -- past Alex’s bedtime and almost time for Megan to get home. Alex had tried to convince her grandmother to let her stay up to see her Mom but Jenny had coaxed her to bed, promising that Megan would, as always, come tuck Alex in and give her a good-night kiss.

Jenny went into the study, the room next to Alex’s bedroom. It was a large room -- actually two small bedrooms combined into one large room. Before Jake’s death, it had been the master bedroom. But Megan had never been able to sleep there again. When Jenny came to stay with them the night of Jake’s death, she’d helped Megan move into one of the apartment’s smaller rooms. Eventually, they’d created a shared study out of the master bedroom -- with desks and computer workstations for both of them.

Alex now had her own desk in the study and had started lobbying her mother for a computer of her own. At eight and three-quarters, as she proudly tracked her age, she was a budding writer, patterning herself after her grandmother.

Jenny Carlson was a suspense novelist who at age 60 was having a modest success in her new career. After raising her daughter as a single mother working in public relations for a non-profit agency, Jenny had taken early retirement at 55 to try her hand at writing. She now felt she was finally living the life she’d always yearned for.

In the study, Jenny paused by Alex’s desk, smiling at her granddaughter’s latest work. Alex was going through a Nancy Drew phase and had created a young female detective character who could seemingly leap tall buildings in a single bound -- all without mussing her curls.

Jenny moved over to her own work area and started to sit down in her comfortable, well-broken-in office chair. She suddenly halted -- seeing that once again Tassy had taken up residence in the seat of the chair. A beautiful gray Maine Coone cat, Tassy loved Jenny’s chair and considered it her own private domain. Jenny bent down and gently picked up Tassy, holding her close for a moment, then taking a seat, cuddling Tassy in her lap and starting to stroke her back.

Jenny started thinking about her current novel in progress. She was just in the beginning stages, and her mind was a jumble of possibilities as she worked through characters and situations. She was planning to model one of her characters on Alex -- but certainly wouldn’t let Alex know that for fear that the knowledge would cause Alex to modify her behavior. Jenny took great delight in her granddaughter’s originality and hoped she was able to capture the essence of that originality in her character.

Tassy was purring loudly in her lap. The faint sounds of the city streets below drifted up to the apartment. Jenny felt a sense of well-being -- a feeling that all was well in her little world.

Megan had had some rough years after Jake’s death. Jenny had to stay with Megan and Alex, at first only temporarily, then permanently. It had seemed a logical decision for them. Jenny had lived in an apartment just a few blocks away, with Tassy as her only roommate.

Megan and Jenny had always been a close mother-and-daughter team. They had a sypatico, synergistic, symbiotic relationship. Megan had never known her father -- he’d disappeared before she was born. Jenny had raised her daughter alone and had never remarried -- preferring to place her love in her daughter.

As she absently continued to pet Tassy, Jenny’s mind skittered form her novel to Alex, then to Megan and from there, landed squarely on the one “fly in the ointment” of their otherwise good life.

Jenny had never warmed up to Todd Desloge, although she’d certainly tried. She’d wanted Megan  to start seeing someone, to get on with her life following Jake’s death but Todd was in no way the someone Jenny would’ve chosen.

Jenny treated Todd with a fake friendliness that bothered her no end. It was difficult for her to fake feelings -- phoniness was unnatural to her. She’d always tried to live with honesty and straightforwardness -- avoiding pretense and sham.

She just didn’t trust Todd. Her intuition picked up on negativ vibration that he emanated. She avoided him whenever possible. Sometimes her dislike was so palpable to her that she was sure he had picked up on it. If he had, he gave no sign. He treated Jennywith an overdone sense of respect -- almost reverence -- that made her uncomfortable and ill-at-ease.

At first, Jenny had distrusted her reaction to Todd, thinking she was rejecting him because of the all-encompassing love and acceptance she’d felt for Jake. She’d done her best to get beyond that but had at least realized her dislike of Todd had nothing to do with her love Jake.

According to Megan, Todd had just appeared one day at her office -- saying he’d heard from one of his clients that she was looking for a computer consultant to help her set up an office system and develop a Web site for her therapy practice.

Megan had told him there some mistake, she wasn’t looking for a consultant and hadn’t even thought about a Web site. But then she’d added, “That’s a really interesting idea, though.”

That had been enough of an opening for Todd. He had enthusiastically explained what a Web site could do for her in terms of promoting her practice while at the same time, offering resources, ideas, services, etc. to the general public.

Later, when she was telling Jenny about her encounter with the computer consultant, Megan had said how surprised she was by how much he knew about her and her practice -- he’d evidently done his research -- like a good salesperson should.

Megan had told him she was interested in his ideas and that she wanted to think about it and talk to a few people. She promised to get back in touch with him.

And she had, Jenny thought, much to my dismay.

Megan had done her own research to check Todd out. He said he was new to the city so that approach was no good. He’d given her several of references but she hadn’t had any luck in connecting with them, seeming to run into dead-ends everywhere she turned.

Todd had kept in touch with her and had tried to be helpful in her attempts so check out his references. But he had little success also -- everyone seemed to be on vacation or somewhere out of reach. One client had been transferred to Bangkok and another had died suddenly.

Todd had given her several letters of reference and copies of various project palns he’d implemented for clients but Megan had never been able to actually talk to one of his clients -- a fact that had raised a red flag in Jenny’s mind. Because of this, she’d advised Megan against hiring Todd. But by then, Megan had been won over by Todd’s enthusiasm and was fascinated by his ideas for a Web site and wanted to explore the possibilities, with or without references.

Megan and Todd had worked together on an almost daily basis for three months. During that time, Megan had learned copious amounts about Web site development and had become a proponent of the Internet as a source of information and communication. Todd told Megan he wanted to use her site as a prototype for a new product to offer to clients so he quoted her a ridiculously low figure for developing the site. As Megan joked later to Jenny, “He made me an offer I couldn’t refuse, Mom.”

This had raised another red flag in Jenny’s mind but once again she said nothing.

As one month, then two, passed, Megan began to have lunch with Todd. Then one Friday, he had volunteered to take a look at Megan’s home computer to see why Alex was having a problem with the modem when she tried to log on to the Internet. She invited him to come over that evening, to look at the computer and to join them for pizza. 

This was the first time Jenny had met Todd in person and she was taken aback by an overwhelming sense of distrust and dislike. 

She hoped she’d adequately covered up her reaction to him. As he looked at the computer, Jenny and Alex had hovered in the background. Megan was in the kitchen putting together the homemade pizza her daughter loved.

At one point, Jenny had casually draped an arm around her granddaughter’s shoulders and was surprised to find Alex stiffly rigid and resistant. Jenny had tried to catch Alex’s eye to see what was wrong but Alex stared straight ahead and wouldn’t look at Jenny. 

Todd had quickly determined that there was a configuration problem with the modem and had set about fixing it.

When he was done and had logged on to the Internet, Alex had politely thanked him, but without looking at him. Jenny had been puzzled by Alex’s behavior and wondered if her granddaughter was reacting to Todd in the same strange way she had.

As they sat around the dining room table, eating pizza and cheese garlic bread, the evening hadn’t been a particularly comfortable one. Todd and Megan had carried the conversation. Jenny and Alex had seldom joined in, which made for a strained atmosphere and a stilted, disjointed conversation.

When Alex asked to be excused and left the table, Jenny did also, walking out of the dining room, right on the heels of her departing granddaughter. They’d walked down the hall to Alex’s bedroom, and Jenny had gone inside with her and quietly shut the door behind them.

Perching on the edge of Alex’s bed, Jenny had said, “All right, young lady, tell me what’s wrong.

At first Alex pretended to not understand. “Nothing’s wrong, Grandma. I don’t know what you mean.”

But Jenny refused to accept that evasion. “Come on sweetheart. I know something’s bothering you. Sit here beside me and tell me what’s wrong.”

Head down, Alex sat next to Jenny, moving in close so her grandmother could put an arm around her.

“Well,” Alex began slowly, “it’s that man -- I don’t like him -- he’s creepy.”

Jenny stifled a laugh and struggled to keep a straight face. She hesitated, not quite sure how to handle this. She wanted only honesty between her and Alex but this was a tough one. She thought for a moment, then decided to take an oblique approach.

In a noncommittal, conversational tone, she said, “Isn’t it interesting how we sometimes react to people. We meet someone for the first time and take an instant dislike to them.” She paused, to let Alex process this. 

Slowly Alex had nodded her head in agreement, then said in a thoughtful voice, “Yes, that’s what happened. The minute I met that man, I knew I didn’t like him. Shaking his hand made me feel yucky. I don’t trust him -- I think he has sneaky eyes.”

Once again, Jenny had struggled to keep from smiling.

“Well sweetie, sometimes the chemistry between people is just bad, and that seems to be what’s happening here.” And not just with you, my precious, Jenny thought. with me too. “But I don’t think you have to worry about it. He’s just doing some work for your Mom and when that’s done, I don’t imagine we’ll see him anymore.”

How wrong I was, Jenny thought now as she sat in her office chair, petting the soundly sleeping Tassy. Todd hadn’t gone away at all. In fact, he’d become firmly entrenched in their lives, much to Alex and her dismay. The two of them would commiserate together, keeping their fingers crossed that Megan would finally wise up and see Todd as they did. But so far that hadn’t happened. Megan seemed to enjoy his company and more and more was making him part of their everyday lives.

On a few occasions, Jenny had gently expressed to Megan her reactions and feelings about Todd, but Megan had brushed them off, saying, “Now Mom, you have to realize you’re comparing Todd to Jake and that’s not fair. There’ll never be another Jake -- but Todd’s okay. He’s really good to me. And I know you’ll come to like him if you just give him a chance. 
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Part X

Tuesday, December 1

10 p.m.

The last of Megan’s patients, Kelli Kramer, accompanied by her brother, Nick, had just left her office. Nick had dropped Kelli off earlier that evening and had then come back after the session to get her. 

Megan kicked off her shoes, stretched her arms high over her head, yawned widely, then went once again to the window wall to look out on the nighttime skyline.

Although this was the first time Megan had met Kelli’s brother, she had instantly felt an immediate dislike of him, which surprised her. Normally, she was open when meeting new people, her naturally analytical mind keeping her at a distance until she’d had time to assess the person. Megan supposed her quick acceptance of Nick was because during the therapy sessions, Kelli would often mention her brother and his care and concern for her. Megan knew he was several years older than Kelli and was some kind of reporter here in the city.

Kelli was fortunate to have his support, Megan thought. He seemed like a strong person on whom someone could depend. “Like Todd,” Megan mused, then thought “No, not really like Todd. Actually, very different from Todd.” She shook her head ruefully at her musings. Todd was Todd and Nick was Nick, and there was no need to compare them. As she gazed out the window, she wondered to herself if Nick was married. He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring but that meant nothing. Jake had never worn a ring, because of his constant scrubbing for surgery.

Marriage was a fascinating subject for Megan. It never ceased to amaze her about the messes a man and a woman could get themselves into.

Prior to her phobic therapy practice and prior to Jake’s death, Megan’s specialty had been marital counseling, even then finding her own way in therapy by using an approach that was unique. It had evolved from some things Jake had once shared with her.

Jake was an eclectic reader and explored all kinds of books. He’d once read something somewhere about a theory of marriage that postulated that a marriage consisted of two overlapping circles, with each circle representing one of the partners in the marriage. The part where they overlapped was the essence of the marriage, their common interests, thoughts, likes, dislikes, etc. Outside the overlapped part the husband and wife existed as separate entities. 

When Jake first told Megan about this theory, she’d refuted it by saying, “But in the ideal marriage, the perfect marriage, wouldn’t the two circles be superimposed on one another. Because that’s what I want our marriage to be -- a complete and perfect union of our two souls.”

She would always remember how he had grinned at her -- that oh-so-special grin of his. Then he’d gotten serious and said, “Megan, you know better than that. Marriage is not a substitute or replacement for your own individuality and personal power. In order for marriage to work, you need to have two whole people who are each sufficient unto themselves. You know no one can look for themselves or for fulfillment in another person. It doesn’t work that way.”

After thinking about his words for a minute, Megan had agreed, saying, “I do know that, Jake, at least intellectually. But I love and respect and admire you so much that sometimes my emotions take over and rule things so that I want the two of us to be one.” She’d grinned widely and said, saucily, “I want our circles to be superimposed or at least way overlapping.”

Jake had grinned affectionately back at her and said, “You are truly a delightful woman, my beloved wife.”

That discussion had taken place around the time that Megan was starting her counseling work for a New York family services agency. Jake had just opened his practice in pediatric surgery, following his mandatory stint in the Army. The Army had picked up the tab for his medical education in return for six years of active duty and six years of reserve service.

Megan’s first two years in New York as a therapist had been spent counseling marriages, some of which seemingly had little or no hope of survival. But to her surprise and to the surprise of her colleagues who got word of her continuing successes, the “overlapping circles” theory she developed, coupled with various other pertinent, relevant, connected concepts and approaches she built into it, began to prove itself consistently effective in helping salvage troubled relationships.

She found that at first the couples she counseled struggled with the overlapping circles concepts. Most everyone had bought into Hollywood’s “we two are one” theory of marriage, despite the fact that the country’s divorce rate in was over 50%. But Megan was able to help some of the couples understand and buy into the fact that there was a common, shared area -- the area of overlap -- that was the marriage -- that was the area that needed the couple’s attention and understanding.

Megan had felt thankful for the success of her marriage counseling, particularly in those cases where there were children involved. She felt that what she was doing was really making a difference in people’s lives and that was a wonderfully fulfilling feeling.

But after Jake’s death, Megan had found herself unable to continue in the marriage counseling arena. She tried just once and was so frightened by the depth of her anger at the battling couple that she walked out of the room after screaming at the embattled couple, “For God’s sake, be thankful you still have each other. Someday you won’t and then you’ll be sorry.” She was never able to sit down with a couple again after that episode. Now, two years later, she was able to grin at the thought of the bewildered couple who had their marriage counselor walk out on them. She’d wondered what ever became of them but was too embarrassed by her behavior to follow up.

There had been enough insurance money to support her and Alex for awhile, so she didn’t have to rush back to work. 

But after a while, she’d edged herself gradually back into counseling but going in a totally different area. On an informal basis, her first patient had been a neighbor, Jessie, who like Kelli Kramer suffered from agoraphobia so badly that she refused to voluntarily step foot out of her apartment.

Because Megan had had little prior experience in treating phobias and only text-book knowledge of the field, she began intensive research into the subject. For her, it ultimately turned out to be a fascinating area of study -- where in one out of ten people, human fear turned into varying degrees of disability. 

When another neighbor learned that Megan was working with Jessie on her agoraphobia, she asked Megan if she could help her with her deathly fear of bugs. This was a particularly difficult phobia for New Yorkers to suffer from because in the city, millions of roaches, spiders, ants and other insects abounded -- so plentiful were they that they established squatters’ rights.

One day, Megan started thinking about getting her two phobic neighbors together, to compare notes and to discover if somehow there could be some synergy achieved by working as a team. She’d talked with each woman individually, explaining her thoughts, telling them it was totally up to them, but that she thought this might have some interesting possibilities. Each woman agreed to try out the partnership or team approach. To their surprise, the teaming had worked amazingly well.

With this preliminary success under her belt, Megan decided to focus on treating phobics. After a year, or so, her success garnered more and more patients for her to the point where she had a full patient load. She was able to afford a small, but nice office in this gorgeous high-rise.

Along with her full roster of patients, she now also had a fairly substantial waiting list. She was excited about the potential publication of her paper on the partnership approach to treating phobics. Her intense desire what that other therapists could benefit from her experiences and successful cases.

There had been, however, a few failures. One in particular haunted her. It was a young man who was incredibly fearful of sharp objects. No matter how hard she tried, he couldn’t seem to bond with any of the other phobics to whom Megan introduced him. He resisted the idea of teaming up with someone and had finally one day just walked away from therapy.

Megan dreaded picking up the newspaper for fear of someday reading that he’d taken his own life.

Deadly Fears

Part X

Tuesday, December 1

10 p.m.

Nick and Kelli Kramer stood in the doorway of her apartment, making plans to see each other over the coming weekend.

“I have to work for awhile Saturday,” Nick said, “but I’ll come pick you up early afternoon and we can go downtown to look at Christmas decorations. And if you’re really good, we could go see Santa.”

Kelli laughed and gave Nick a playful punch in the stomach.

“So you liked Megan, huh?” Kelli asked. “I think she’s great and so do the rest of the group. We feel so fortunate to have found her – she’s seems to be helping us all and that’s what matters.”

“I’m glad I finally got to meet her. You’ve been raving about her since your first session so I was certainly curious. She seems interesting and likable.” Nick hesitated, then said, “You know, ever since you first told me about this new therapist and her partnership theories for treating phobias, I’ve been thinking about writing an article for the magazine.” He hesitated again, then asked, “What do you think about that?”

Kelli grinned at him and said, “Well, big brother, it doesn’t really matter what I think about it. The only one whose opinion matters is the subject. Why don’t you ask her?”

“I think I’ll do just that. Why don’t I give her a call and see if she would have a few minutes to talk to me after your session on Thursday. You wouldn’t mind being a little late getting home, would you?”

“Not a problem – you know how much I appreciate you taking me and picking me up while Tom is out of town. One thing, though – don’t get your hopes up about this. Megan strikes me as someone who is fairly low-key, who doesn’t seek out publicity or anything like that. If I had to bet, I’d say she’s not going to agree to let you interview her.”

Nick thought for a moment, then said, “Hmmm, that means I’m going to have to come up with just the right angle to pitch the idea.”

“Well, Nicky, if anyone can do it, you can. Thanks again for the pick up and delivery service – I’ll see you on Thursday around 5:30. Say, if you want come by earlier and I’ll feed you.”

They arranged for Nick to come at 5 on Thursday and then Kelli gave him a bear hug and said good-night. She went inside the apartment and gently closed the door behind her. Nick could hear her locking the door and then twisting the two deadbolts that he’d installed for her. She seemed to feel safer thinking she was locked in a fortress.

Nick quickly ran down the one flight of stairs to the lobby below and went out into the cold December air. He only lived a few blocks from Kelli’s and if hadn’t driven his car over to take her to the therapy session, he would have walked home despite the frigid night. Walking at night was a favorite activity. He seemed to get his best ideas when he briskly stroke up and down the city sidewalks.

His car was parked around the corner from the front door of the apartment building. He took out his keys and unlocked the door. Inside, the car was still warm from their trip from Megan’s office. 

Megan, he thought to himself, that’s nice name – for a nice lady. And such a pretty one. I hope I can convince her to let me do the article.

He started the car, turning on the radio to listen to the news. He had always loved the news – he’d begun his career as a news reporter on the city paper and had eventually moved into feature writing. But he still was in touch with what was going on in the city, the country and the world. Somehow being in tune with what was happening gave him a sense of context and order.

Nick used the news as one of the sources for his weekly magazine column. Another source for the column and for his feature articles was his broad acquaintanceship throughout the city – garnered from his days as a reporter on the daily newspaper.

As he headed home, the newscast ended and he turned off the radio, having no stomach for the talk show ranter who was about to begin his nightly tirade against everything and anything.

Nick drove slowly, so deep in thought he passed the corner of his condo. Shaking his head ruefully at his distraction, he circled the block, eyes alert for a parking space somewhere on one of the side streets. His condo complex had an underground parking garage but it was usually filled by 7 p.m. He found a place about a block away from his condo, parked, turned off the ignition and headlights but didn’t get out right away, sitting in the blackness, eyes closed, head leaning back on the seat. His mind had raced off on a tangent, randomly surveying his past, present and future.

He was 39 years old, soon to turn 40. He’d been married briefly, right after college, but it hadn’t lasted, and thank heavens there were no children.

For the most part, he mused, he was a happy camper. He loved his job, was exhilarated by writing, and felt he had the best of all possible worlds. In his after-hours time, he was working on the novel, and at the moment, thought it was going really well.

Nick and Kelly had another sibling – Holly. Holly was three years younger than Nick – the middle child and the most traditional of the three Kramers. Holly was married to a lawyer and they had three children – two boys and a girl – and lived a storybook life in a nearby suburb. 

Holly and her husband Zack had created a haven of love and fun that welcomed all who entered their home. Kelli found it easier to go to Holly’s house than anywhere else. Both Nick and Kelli doted on their nephews and niece and felt they substituted admirably for children of their own.

Still Nick sat in his car, not conscious of the cold, once the heat had dissipated. His mind continued to wander, over Holly and Kelli, across his job, through his novel, then back to his job and the article he wanted to write about Dr. Megan Sanderson’s therapeutic approach to treating phobias.

“I wish she was a white-haired, 60-year-old with a humped back,” Nick said out loud. “Then I’d be able to trust the purity of my motives for wanting to do this article.”

But she wasn’t a little old lady, he thought. She was an attractive, vibrant woman who exuded good cheer and warmth – and compassion, according to Kelli. Kelli told him Megan’s caring was apparent throughout the group sessions and how safe the members of the group felt with Megan. Kelli said they felt they were safe in the hands of someone they could totally trust.

Kelli had also told him that Megan treated their phobias as a puzzle or a challenge that together they would work through and surmount. She approached the phobias without fear, confronting them head-on, with the attitude that they were problems with solutions. Their jobs, as group members, was to discover and implement the solution.

Finally, Nick yawned widely, sighed deeply and slowly got out of the car. At least there’s hope for a solution for Kelli. That couldn’t be said for their mother. Grace Kramer had lived the last four years of her life in the fog of Alzheimer’s, gradually departing this world, and entering another world where no one could follow. 

Nick tried to visit his Mom once a week, even though she had no idea who this tall, curly-haired stranger was. Usually, he picked up Holly on his way to the nursing home and the two of them

Deadly Fears

Part 19

Tuesday, December 22

His mind was focused only on the 50th floor, where she had her office. He knew its general vicinity on the exterior of the building but couldn’t determine its exact location. No matter -- she would emerge soon, ready for the late dinner he’d planned to celebrate the two-month anniversary of when they first met. She had thought his remembering the occasion was so romantic. Little did she know

Sunday, April 06, 2003


Jenny grew up reading Nancy Drew mysteries, inheriting the beginnings of her collection from her double cousin -- Megan grew reading those same mysteries, plus the new ones as they were published. Alex was now the proud owner of every Nancy Drew ever published, plus the new ones as they came out. 
 

Wednesday, January 15, 2003


Nick was sure he didn't want anything to do with Megan Sanderson. She was not his type, definitely not his type. He thought of her as rigid and brittle.
 

Thursday, September 19, 2002



The night was colder than he remembered -- he hunched himself into the collar of his coat and walked briskly through the deserted city streets.

But his anti-psychology bias kicked in again. He resented the fact that this woman had so much control over Kelli's life -- and mind. He'd seen too much damage done by the mind-bending profession. 

His pager alarm chirped at him, "Time to go pick up my baby sister," he murmured to himself. He shut down the computer, forwarded his phone back to voice mail, hoisted his briefcase over his shoulder and left the newsroom.

Megan was evidently quite well-known in her field. She had published more than 20 articles in a variety of psychology journals and Nick had printed out copies of them all. He scanned one of them and was relieved to see it was written in plain English -- not psycho-babble jargon or psycho-speak. He put the articles in one of the side pockets of his canvas Land's End briefcase and thumbed through the rest of the pages he'd printed out. 

One section that particularly caught his interest was a newspaper article from several years ago -- describing the hit-and-run accident that had killed Megan's husband. It gave Nick pause -- it was hard to dislike somone who had so obviously had more than her share of tragedy.



 


The night was colder than he remembered -- he hunched himself into the collar of his coat and walked briskly through the deserted city streets.
 


But his anti-psychology bias kicked in again. He resented the fact that this woman had so much control over Kelli's life -- and mind. He'd seen too much damage done by the mind-bending profession.

His pager alarm chirped at him, "Time to go pick up my baby sister," he murmured to himself. He shut down the computer, forwarded his phone back to voice mail, hoisted his briefcase over his shoulder and left the newsroom.
 

Monday, September 16, 2002


Megan was evidently quite well-known in her field. She had published more than 20 articles in a variety of psychology journals and Nick had printed out copies of them all. He scanned one of them and was relieved to see it was written in plain English -- not psycho-babble jargon or psycho-speak. He put the articles in one of the side pockets of his canvas Land's End briefcase and thumbed through the rest of the pages he'd printed out.

One section that particularly caught his interest was a newspaper article from several years ago -- describing the hit-and-run accident that had killed Megan's husband. It gave Nick pause -- it was hard to dislike somone who had so obviously had more than her share of tragedy.
 

Saturday, September 07, 2002


At his desk in the newspaper office, Nick set a reminder alert on his pager for two hours -- time to get Kelli. He definitely was not going to see that quack again. He'd just hang around out in the hallway waiting for Kelli.

He quickly went through his e-mail messages, then as he listened to his voice mail, on a whim, he logged onto the Web and went to Google. He did a search on Megan _____ and was surprised at the number hits he got. He scanned the list to get a feel for what information was out there. Then he methodically clicked on each link and opened and printed each document.

At the end of an hour, he picked up a thick stack of paper off the printer and took it back to his desk -- stopping at the vending machine for a Pepsi on the way. He settled back in his chair to read, propping his feet on his desk.

That woman is probably a quack, Nick thought. Or else why wouldn't she allow a concerned family member sit in on the session.

Nick had thought he was making a perfectly reasonable request. But Megan had categorically refused. When Nick pressed her, she'd turned cool and professional, saying, "Mr. ____, patient confidentiality precludes any outsiders in our group sessions. Now, if you'll excuse me..." She'd turned and walked into her office, shutting the door most firmly behind her. 

Nick strode out of the office building, bristling with irritation. He could feel the frown lines creasing his forehead. The faint pounding at his temples foretold an oncoming headache. Despite the cold, windy night, he walked the three blocks to the newspaper -- intending to check his e-mail and voice mail while Kelli was in her group therapy session.

Wednesday, January 15, 2003


Nick was sure he didn't want anything to do with Megan Sanderson. She was not his type, definitely not his type. He thought of her as rigid and brittle.
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