PART I
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ADAM

Monday

He awoke suddenly. For a moment, he lay there motionless, trying to remember who he was and where he was and when it was. This was the catechism he went through morning after morning when he awoke. But it wasn’t morning. It was dark in his room and dark outside the barred windows. 

Suddenly the fire alarm out in the hall began its clanging whine. 

He heard the sound of footsteps running up and down the hall outside his room, then voices shouting, “Outside, get outside. The place is on fire.”

His mind turned the words around and around, searching for the sense of  them. When he smelled smoke, his mind stopped its circling and his instincts took over.

He threw off the covers and sat up, then swung his legs over the side of the bed. Shuffling his feet into his beat-up moccasins beside the bed, he slowly stood up. By the dim light of the small night light that  was plugged into the electrical socket on the wall next to the bed, he could make out the shapes of the few pieces of furniture in his room--the chest of drawers and matching dresser, a rickety wooden table that he used as a desk, an overstuffed chair  badly in need of re-upholstering. He flicked the switch on the gooseneck lamp on the nightstand beside his bed, throwing the room into a harsh shadow-filled light.   

From off in the distance somewhere, he thought he could hear the faint wail of sirens.

His mind went into overdrive—with part of it echoing the screams of ‘Get out’—that he'd heard coming from the hall. Another, more careful voice said—Wait—Think—This may be my chance to really get out of here. 

Obeying that second mental voice, he walked toward his closet. It seemed to take forever to get there—somehow he felt as though he were in a dream—as though he were trudging through water.

When he got to his closet, he reached out a hand in slow motion to the doorknob and opened the closet door. He stood there motionless for several moments, trying to think what to do next. He looked down and saw on the floor of the closet his worn, black vinyl satchel, its sides cracked and peeling. He picked up the satchel, grabbed the few articles of clothing hanging on the clothes rod, and roughly shoved them into the satchel. Reaching up, he felt around on the closet shelf. His fingers closed on a small spiral-ring notebook and he put that on top of his clothes, then snapped the satchel shut. He hefted the small suitcase, thinking about how little his possessions weighed. There was hardly anything to show for the 19 years he’d spent here. 

With a sigh and a shrug of his shoulders, he walked to the door of his room and tried the doorknob, half expecting to find it locked as usual. To his surprise, the knob turned easily and he opened the door. 

The hall was filled with billowing clouds of dark smoke. Covering his nose and mouth with his hand, he walked into the billows of black smoke.
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JOANNA

Friday

The pounding rain had continued on and off all day. It had been an unseasonably wet spring, even for Rivermont. The constant rainfall was beginning to take its toll. The gloomy wet weather cast a depressing pall over people, as they longed for sunshine and dry weather. Down  south, the lowlands were flooding. The Army Corps of Engineers was predicting that it was  only be a matter of days before the Rivermont area was plagued with floods and high water, from an overflowing Sage River. 

At the back door to her house, Joanna Mallory struggled with the bags of groceries, wishing she’d chosen plastic instead of paper. The brown paper was damp from the rain and she just knew that the bags were going to break, with groceries  going everywhere. She had parked as close to the kitchen door as she could but still had to make a dash through the pelting rain.

It was late Friday afternoon and she’d just stopped at the nearby Schnucks supermarket. She'd been on her way home from Rivermont university where she was a tenured geology professor--associate professor, actually.                                                                                                                                                                                           

Joanna juggled the two damp grocery bags, as she wrestled with her doorkey. Just as she managed to get the back door unlocked and step inside the kitchen, one of the bags finally broke—it slipped from her arm and landed on the kitchen floor with a splat. Of course, she thought, as she watched the groceries—cans and jars and apples—roll across the floor, it would have to be the bag that held the carton of eggs. Yolks splattered all around her feet and on her new linen pumps. She glared down at the mess, then thought ‘At least my shoes are yellow and the yolks blend right in.’ 

She began to giggle at herself, then abruptly burst into laughter.  Thank heaven her students couldn't see her now--surrounded by a spilled bag of groceries and choking on laughter. What would they think of her, she wondered, especially since she was next in line to head the geology department.       

 How ironic and yet appropriate that soon there would be another Professor Mallory in charge of the Rivermont Geology curriculum. Joanna's husband, the late Kendall Mallory, had served in that capacity for almost 20 years, until his death two years ago, at the age of 57. He had left behind him a now-37-year old widow and a now-18-year-old daughter, Alyssa. 

Also surviving Kendall Mallory was his mother, Katherine Mallory, better known as Kit. To all who knew her, Kit was considered one of the youngest 80-year-old women alive—she was certainly a great delight to her granddaughter Alyssa and her daughter-in-law Joanna. Although the relationship between Kit and Joanna had had tenuous beginnings, the two women gradually worked around their differences and now truly enjoyed one another’s company. 

Kit lived in downtown Rivermont in a high-rise condominium overlooking the Sage River. She’d deserted the Mallory family home (where Joanna and Alyssa lived) in a state of high dudgeon fifteen years ago, the year after Kendall’s first wife died, when to her great shock and chagrin, her son had unexpectedly married Joanna. 

Joanna Graham had been one of Professor Mallory's star geology students at Rivermont University. She was also the preferred baby-sitter for his daughter Alyssa, whom he and his wife had adopted as an infant.

Joanna was the daughter of Rivermont's general practitioner, Enos Graham. Joanna never learned that her father had been instrumental in arranging for the Mallorys to adopt Alyssa. The adoption had been a private one: The Mallorys had known the identity of the parents of the child they were adopting but Doc Graham had made sure the natural mother never knew where or to whom her baby was going. The doctor had assured her  that the child would be raised with much love.

Over the years, Joanna’s love and caring for Alyssa had eventually endeared her to Kit and had brought the two women closer together. After Kendall’s death, Joanna had tried to persuade her mother-in-law to return to the family home but Kit was well-settled in her condo and had no desire to give up its convenience and ease of living. She did consent to stay an occasional weekend with Joanna and Alyssa, and the three women enjoyed holidays and vacations together.

Joanna kicked off her egg-stained pumps and detoured around the messy egg yolk puddle over to the counter to get a handful of paper towels. Kneeling down next to the blobs, she tried unsuccessfully to grab the slippery gobs. Finally, in frustration, she took a pancake turner out of the utensils drawer and used it to scrape the mushed and spattered eggs onto a flattened-out paper bag, then threw the whole thing into the trash. 

Crawling around on her knees, Joanna began to wipe up the remnants of the eggs. Just as she was finishing her messy cleanup, the kitchen door swung open and Alyssa stood there framed in its outline, striking one of her dramatic ballet poses. But the sight of her mother, dressed in one of her professor power suits, on her hands and knees, started Alyssa laughing and she couldn’t maintain her pose.

“Ma! What on earth are you doing?”

Joanna glanced up at her daughter, then turned her attention back to the last remnants of egg on the floor. “Don't call me Ma, please!” This was something they went round and round about. Joanna insisted that being called Ma made her feel like a red-faced, blowsy barmaid in a seedy tavern, while to Alyssa it had an affectionate sound.

Alyssa grabbed some paper towels and stooped down to help her mother. No matter how much they teased one another, the love and devotion between them was deep and strong.

Once the mess was  taken care of and the groceries put away, Joanna and Alyssa sat down together in the dining alcove just off the kitchen. Joanna heated up a cup of coffee left over from that morning and Alyssa poured herself a tall glass of milk. She'd also confiscated the bag of Oreos from the groceries she and Joanna had just put away.

“What's on your agenda tonight, punkin'?” Joanna asked, between bites of cookie.

“Pattie and I are going to The Plaza tonight to start looking at prom dresses,” Alyssa answered. “Wanna come along?”

Joanna grinned as she said, “Thanks for asking but I'm sure you and Pattie will do better on your own.”

Alyssa and her friend Pattie were seniors at St. James Academy, one of Rivermont's leading private secondary schools. Alyssa loved St. James and its only drawback, in Alyssa's opinion, was that it was an all-girls school.

“Gram's coming for dinner—will you still be here?” Joanna took her cup and Alyssa's empty glass over to the sink.

“I don't know yet—Pattie's supposed to call me after her dance class and let me know what time she wants to go.”

“Your grandmother will be disappointed if she doesn't get to see you...” Joanna let her voice trail off.

“Not to worry, Mom. I'll be sure and stick around till she gets here.” Alyssa gave her mother a quick hug, then left the kitchen.

Joanna put the dirty dishes in the half-filled dishwasher, then went back to the table in the dining alcove.  She didn't have much to do in the way of dinner preparations because she'd picked up a full-course meal at the Schnucks gourmet express—a few  minutes in the microwave and—voila!—A meal fit for queens.

As she sat there, glancing through the morning paper that she hadn't had time to read before leaving for the University, she heard a faint beeping noise coming from the den. “Ah! the answering machine,” she said out loud. At Alyssa's insistence, Joanna had just yesterday replaced their old outdated unit and she hadn't yet adjusted to its beeping notification of messages. Evidently, Alyssa hadn't checked it when she got home from school.

In her stockinged-feet, Joanna padded into the den and pressed the button to access new messages on the answering machine at one side of the desk. The tape whirred and squealed, then paused a second before the message began to play back.

“Joanna—Joanna Mallory?” The low-pitched, slightly husky woman's voice struck a chord of familiarity in Joanna's mind but at first she couldn't pinpoint the woman's identity. 

Just as the woman started to give her name, Joanna recognized the voice—it was Vicky Zielinski—someone she'd known in high school and whom she hadn't spoken to for almost 19 years.

“This is Victoria Delaney—Vicky Zielinksi when you knew me.” 

Even after all these years, Joanna had still been able to recognize Vicky's voice because she'd heard it on occasion on television. Vicky had carved out a small career for herself in television commercials and an occasional movie or TV show. Just last year, Vicky had joined the cast of a campy soap opera, syndicated on one the cable TV so-called superstations. The soap, called “Storms of Darkness” was a rip-off of the classic vampire soap, “Dark Shadows,” but with none of that show's classy originality. Joanna watched it every once in a while just to get a glimpse of Vicky.

“Joanna, this is Vicky Delaney—Vicky Zielinski when you knew me. I need to talk with you as soon as possible—it's really important.” There was a pause in the message, then Vicky continued, giving Joanna her phone number in Chicago. Joanna scrambled around looking for pen and paper, replaying the message so she could write down the number. 

She sat at the desk for a moment, to think about this quite unexpected message from Vicky. What on earth could she need to talk to me about, Joanna wondered. She debated with herself whether to return the call immediately or to wait. Her curiosity  got the better of her, but only so far as deciding to call one of her best friends, Tyler Clark, who'd also been a high school classmate of Vicky's, and see what Ty thought of the phone call. But when she dialed Ty's number, she got was Tyler's answering machine. Joanna listened impatiently to Ty's somewhat  perky message asking the caller to please, please leave a name and number and she'd get back to them  right away. 

Joanna left a brief, deliberately enigmatic message for Ty, as a way of encouraging her sometimes spacey friend to call back quickly. Then she decided to try Leslie, another old girlfriend from high school, to get Les's opinion. But once again, she reached an answering machine rather than her friend. Joanna again left a message, but this time it was a fairly straightforward one, because Les always returned her messages promptly. 

As Joanna was leaving the den, the doorbell rang and she headed in that direction. Standing on the front veranda was Kit Mallory, still elegant despite the downpouring rain. Her combination chauffeur/housekeeper/ general  companion, Rosa,  had parked the car in the circular driveway in front of the house, then had walked her employer up to the door with an umbrella. 

Joanna greeted Kit with a hug and opened the door wide for her and Rosa to come in. But Rosa demurred, saying she had plans to go shopping and would be back to pick up Kit at ten o'clock sharp. Joanna tried to persuade Rosa to at least join them for dinner, but the woman said she had her mind made up to shop.

Inside the house, Joanna helped Kit off with her still-dry London Fog trench coat and hung it carefully on the antique wooden coat rack in one corner of the entrance foyer.

Joanna called up the stairs to Alyssa that her grandmother was here and the two women stood there at the foot of the stairs waiting  for the girl. A moment later, Alyssa appeared at the top of the curved staircase. She paused there, smiling down at her adoptive mother and grandmother, then started descending the steps. A tall, graceful girl, Alyssa seemed  to float down toward them, quite a  change from her childhood when sliding down the bannister was her favorite method of descent.

At the bottom of the staircase, Alyssa reached out to envelop the petite Kit Mallory in a tight hug.

“Grams! It's so great to see you—you don't come to visit often enough” Alyssa kept one arm wrapped around her grandmother's shoulders as the three women walked to the living room.

The Mallory home was located at the edge of Rivermont and was situated amidst fifty acres of woods and hills and bluffs. Over a hundred years ago, when the first Mallorys settled in the area, they'd started a small rock and gravel quarry business that had eventually grown into a thriving firebrick company. 

Based on his family heritage, Kendall Mallory had come by his abiding interest in rocks and geology very naturally. But Kendall had taken his interest in an academic, scholarly direction rather than into the family business. Twenty years ago, when Kendall's father died, Kit Mallory had arranged for an employee buy-out of the company, fulfilling her husband's wishes. The proceeds of the sale had left the Mallorys comfortably well-off. Kendall had proceeded to ignore the family money and made his own way in the academic world. Like his mother and father, Kendall was not an acquisitive person and had few creature wants—his interests lay in his family and his work.

After Kendall's death, Joanna had been able to manage quite well on her professor's salary from the university. Joanna's and Alyssa's shares of the family trust were invested, and they only used a portion of the income from the investments for their rather extravagant vacations and for supporting a couple of local charities. Alyssa's college education would be paid for out of the trust and eventually her wedding and her children's education and so on.  They lived comfortably but not ostentatiously. The same could be said for Kit Mallory, except for her penchant for rare books. The walls of Kit's high-rise penthouse were taken up with shelf after shelf of first editions and rare copies of books, all of which she'd read and read again.
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KIT

Friday

In the living room, Kit settled into the high-backed armchair she always favored, while Alyssa and Joanna went into the kitchen to make a few last minute preparations for dinner. They'd insisted that Kit stay in the living room and enjoy the sight of the rain in the twilight, the view out the floor-to-ceiling windows that comprised the west wall of the Mallory living room. That windowed wall had been one of Kendall's last projects. With it, he'd created the panoramic view of the gardens and woods surrounding the Mallory home that he'd always wanted..

Kit still found it difficult to accept the fact of her son's death. He had been such a dear boy, from birth on. He always had a ready smile and a cheerful word to say. She'd felt blessed to have him, particularly after  the untimely death of her husband.

“Thank  heavens, Joanna and I have Alyssa,” Kit murmured to herself, the words sounding  overly loud in the empty room. Silently she added, ‘And thank heavens I finally came to my senses about Joanna. She turned out to be the best thing that could've happened to Kendall and Alyssa after Irene's death.’

From the end table next to her favorite chair, Kit picked up a brass-framed portrait of her granddaughter and held it tenderly in her hands. Eighteen years ago, when Kendall and Irene had told her of their decision to adopt a child, she'd  been horrified. The idea of taking in someone else's cast-off progeny had offended her sensibilities. 

But the baby that Irene and Kendall named Alyssa charmed Kit at their first introduction, capturing the older woman's heart forever.

At the time of the adoption, only Kit, Kendall, Irene, and Doc Graham had known the identity of Alyssa's parents. Kendall had never shared that information with Joanna, and now, Kit and Doc were the only ones left who knew. 

When he married Joanna, Kendall had decided it was best to tell her that he'd never known who Alyssa's parents were. Joanna, with complete trust in her husband, had accepted his white lie without question.

At times, Kit could feel the palpable weight of the many secrets she'd harbored over the years, as if they sat like a burdensome weight across her narrow shoulders. Perhaps she'd lived too long, she thought, then shook her head in dismay at her negativism. 

With another quick shake of her head to dispel the unwanted thoughts, she put the picture of Alyssa back on the table, stood up, and briskly walked in the direction of the kitchen. A small black animal intercepted  her along the way. With a smile, she bent down and swooped up Alyssa's dog—an under-sized  black cocker spaniel who was nearing the ten-year mark. “Toto! What are you doing trying to trip an old lady?” The dog affectionately licked Kit's chin, as if to say, “What do you mean, old lady? You're the youngest one here!”

Cuddling the squirming animal in her arms, Kit pushed open the swinging door that divided the kitchen from the dining room.

“Please let me help,” Kit offered. “I'm bored out there all by myself—except for this little fellow.” 

At the sound of Kit's voice, Alyssa and Joanna looked up from the kitchen counter where they were preparing dinner plates.

“We're ready—and Kit, you've never been bored a day in your life.” Joanna walked toward her mother-in-law and reached out to take the wiggling Toto. 

“Into the utility room with you, young man. We intend to eat our dinner in peace, with none of your begging antics.” Joanna gently put Toto in the utility room.

Alyssa had started carrying the food and dishes into the dining alcove off the kitchen. “Mom says it's cozier to  eat here rather than in the dining room...” Alyssa's voice trailed off as she concentrated on setting the table and arranging the food.

Joanna turned to Kit and said, “If that's all right with you?”

“Anything you two dears do is always all right with me—you know that.” Kit reached out a hand to Joanna and walked over to the table with her.
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ADAM

Friday

He was out of breath and soaked to the skin by the driving rain, having run the last few hundred yards from the edge of the woods to the back of the house. He knew he was taking a chance by doing this while it was still light outside, but at least the sheets of rain would prevent anyone lingering outside and perhaps getting a look at him.

He headed straight toward the slanted cellar door, hidden behind a wooden privacy screen. The screen was itself camouflaged by a high hedge of evergreens. Probably the same cedar trees that I planted when I worked here nineteen years ago, he thought—although they must have been trimmed back every fall. Hopefully, not too much had changed after all those years—he was counting on that. 

He set his satchel down on the ground and turned to examine the padlock on the cellar door—it was old and rusty and had evidently been there for a long while. Decisively, he picked up a stone lying near the cellar door, and with one blow, smashed the lock. He removed the pieces of the padlock and opened the door. Standing by the door he picked up his satchel from the ground, opened it, and took out the flashlight inside. He shone the light down the rough-hewn stone steps, then made his descent, after quietly closing the worn and weathered cellar door behind him.

Inside the dark, dank cellar, he searched around for a place to lie down and something soft to lay on. He was drenched from the rain and dead tired, falling-down tired from the walking he'd done over the past four days—he'd not had much sleep, grabbing a few hours whenever he could.  

Many years ago, when he'd done yardwork here, the cellar had been used for equipment storage.

Now, as he shone his flashlight around the small cellar, he could see that it held only a few broken-down lawn mowers, a wheelbarrow with a flat tire, some shovels and rakes, all rusted and obviously disused. In one corner was a pile of old paint-covered tarpaulins. He spread them out into a semblance of a bed and lay down heavily, his body aching, his head pounding. He switched off the flashlight but kept it in his hand for quick access. 

When he'd first walked away from Plankton, he'd been afraid to try hitching a ride, for fear someone would turn him in to the authorities. But then his blistered feet had overcome his fear and he'd started trying to hitchhike. He'd had little luck—it seemed that motorists nowadays were leery of picking up a sodden and bedraggled bearded man with shoulder-length hair. His only benefactors had been the rough and tumble over-the-road truckers—the ones who were kings of the road and convinced they were able to handle anything they met on the highway—their turf.

On the evening of the third day since he'd left Plankton, he was still about a hundred miles from his destination. He'd ended up in one of those roadside reststops created for the convenience of tourists and OTR truckers. It was still raining, although intermittently now. The temperature was a bone-chilling 40 degrees and he had a cold. In the men's room, he tried to neaten himself a bit, combing his hair, changing into his one remaining dry set of clothes. 

He'd just been ready to leave the restroom when the outer door burst open and a huge, burly-looking man had rushed in. Paying no attention to Adam, the man had hurried down to the last cubicle. Adam could hear what sounded like things being thrown into the toilet, then repeated flushings. 

A few moments later, the door was once again flung open, this time revealing a highway patrolman shining the bright beam of a large, long-handled flashlight around the dimly lit restroom. Adam tried to shrink back against the wall, hoping to not catch the attention of the officer.

The patrolman had flicked a sharp glance at Adam, then turned his attention to the man emerging from the last cubicle.

Adam could feel himself trembling, going hot then cold, as the patrolman accosted the man, pushed him up against the cinderblock wall and proceeded to roughly pat him down, searching for something. The man had kept a tight-lipped silence, after one piercing glance at Adam. 

Finished with his search, the officer had pored over the man's identification. 

“So, you're one of these here big-shot truckers, eh?” the patrolman had drawled, letting the sarcasm ooze through the words. 

The man had answered only with a noncommittal grunt.

Adam had wanted to leave, but had been afraid that his departure would grab the patrolman's attention. He stood quietly by the exit door, his satchel in hand.

“Well, big-shot trucker, we got a tip that you were here peddling pills—so what did you do with them?” The patrolman moved slowly down the row of cubicles, glancing inside each one. When he reached the last in the row, he stood there staring down into the toilet bowl, where the water was still swirling around from repeated flushings.

In frustration, the patrolman banged out of the cubicle and back over to where the trucker leaned against the gray cinder-block wall.

“Just be sure you keep your nose clean, buddy. We've got your name and license number and we'll be on the lookout for you.” As he turned to leave, he glared at Adam. 

Adam was sure the policeman had recognized him. But with a last look at Adam, the patrolman strode out of the restroom.

Adam leaned against the wall, breathing deeply, trying to slow his racing heart. The trucker walked over towards him, and said, “Thanks for not blowing the whistle on me, old buddy.”

Adam looked over at the man and mumbled, “I wasn't about to talk to him...” The words trailed off as Adam realized he was revealing his own need to keep at a distance from the law.

The trucker had understood immediately but let it pass.  “Where you headed?” he asked.

Adam hesitated before answering, “Rivermont—it's about a hundred miles...” 

The trucker interrupted with, “Sure, I know where Rivermont is. I go through it all the time on my runs.”

Adam felt a flicker of hope. “Are you headed that way now?” he asked. 

“Yup,” came the laconic answer. “You need a lift?”

Several miles down the highway, the trucker pulled off at a seedy-looking truck stop. Brusquely, he said to Adam, “Back in a moment, bud.”

It took him longer than a moment—so long, actually, that Adam had begun to dose off in the warm, dry cab of the truck. 

The trucker returned and without a word, started up the rig and pulled back onto the interstate.

After they'd been on the road just a few minutes, the trucker had  pulled out a plastic bag from his jacket pocket and put it on the dashboard. The bag contained an assortment of pills and capsules, in an array of colors and sizes. The trucker offered Adam his choice from the drugs—all illegal, Adam had assumed.

Adam had refused the offer in what he hoped was a non-judgemental tone of voice. He tried not to worry about his own safety when the trucker popped a miscellaneous handful of pills into his mouth, then swallowed them with a gulp of coffee from his thermos.

The trucker was a talker. Adam had heard much of the man's life story before they'd gone 20 miles. He'd listened politely, but with only a portion of his mind. Most of his concentration was on what lay ahead of him—Rivermont and what he planned to do when he finally got back there.

After a few minutes, Adam noticed that the trucker had ceased his nonstop spiel. He glanced over at the driver and was alarmed to see the man's head nodding and his eyes blinking shut and then quickly opening again.

“Hey, buddy, are you all right?”

At the frantic question, the trucker jerked his head in Adam's direction. 

“What's that?” he said, slurring the words.

“You're falling asleep at the wheel—why don't you pull over?” Adam suggested.

“Can't do that—gotta a....a....deadline to meet...” Just as the trucker forced the words out, his head fell abruptly against the steering wheel. The massive 18-wheeler swerved first to the left and then to the right. Adam froze, in a panic, not knowing what to do. The truck was headed toward a huge concrete bridge abutment and Adam knew he had to do something. He reached over and grabbed the steering wheel, shoving the unconscious trucker against the driver's side door. He managed to turn the wheel enough to avoid the abutment but the truck was still careening out of control down the highway. He glanced at the speedometer and saw the red needle edging toward 80 miles an hour. Sweat broke out on his forehead despite the faint chill in the truck's cab.

He edged over the seat, getting as close to the steering wheel as he could, shoving against the trucker so that he could get his foot down toward the brake. With great effort he managed to move the trucker's legs mostly out of the way.

Up ahead a hundred feet or so, he could see a wide enough shoulder area to pull the truck off the highway.

Carefully, slowly, he pressed down on the brake pedal, pumping it gently. Almost imperceptibly, the truck began to slow down. Adam reached over and flicked the turn signal up, then eased the steering wheel gradually toward the right shoulder of the highway. 

When the huge truck was finally on the shoulder and had come to a complete stop, heart thudding in his chest, Adam leaned back for a moment in relief.

It had been 19 years since he'd been behind the wheel of a vehicle. And it was nothing short of miraculous that he'd managed to get this monster safely off the road without killing himself and the trucker.

Breathing deeply, Adam turned his attention to the unconscious trucker at his side. The man was totally out of it. Adam shook him, at first gently, then more roughly. But the man didn't respond.  Adam noticed a cut on the man's forehead, bleeding slightly. Evidently the trucker had cut his head when Adam shoved him out of the way.

Adam sat there motionless for a moment, not knowing what to do. He had no idea what condition the trucker was in. Had he taken too many pills or the wrong combination? Had he really hurt himself when he hit his head on the door?

In a panic, Adam knew he had to get out of there. He started to climb down out of the truck, then stopped. He hated to do it, but he was going to take some of the trucker's money. Not all of it, just a few bucks for food and some change so he could report the trucker's location and condition to the authorities.

It had taken Adam another full day to cover the remainder of the distance to Rivermont. Most of that time was spent walking. Now, exhausted but safe and relatively dry in the darkness of the cellar, Adam could hear rustling and scratching and assumed he was sharing his shelter with a variety of rodents and insects. Just before he fell asleep, he murmured to his unseen companions, “Make yourself at home—you need to stay out of the rain, too.”
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TYLER

Friday

By the time Tyler reached the front door of her cottage in the woods, she was drenched. As usual, she'd gone off without a raincoat or umbrella, despite the weather forecast of continued thunderstorms.

She could hear Sunny's frantic barking just inside the door and braced herself for an enthusiastic welcome from her beloved golden retriever. True to form, the dog jumped up on Tyler, bracing her front legs on Ty's shoulders and excitedly licking her owner's face.

After giving Sunny the attention she demanded, Tyler headed for the bathroom, stripping off her dripping clothes as she went. Sunny followed, galloping around Tyler's legs in exuberance at her owner's return. 

Ty draped her clothes over the shower rack, then toweled herself dry. Wrapping the towel around her soaked hair, she put on the long fuzzy robe hanging on the back of the bathroom door and slipped her cold feet into matching slippers. As she headed toward the kitchen, the phone began to ring and she hurried over to the combo phone/answering machine to pick up the phone before the third ring, when the machine would pick up. As she answered the phone, she noticed the flashing number two on the answering machine indicating that there were two messages waiting for her. 

The call was a wrong number and the caller rudely slammed the receiver down. Ty made a face at the phone and did her own slamming down, even though there was no one at the other end to know.

She played back the messages, grinning as she listened to Jo trying to sound mysterious. But Ty had to admit it was an intriguing message: “Ty—give me a call soonest. I've heard from someone from our far distant past.”

At first she was puzzled by the next message, not recognizing the voice saying, “Tyler? Tyler Clark? Are you there? Well, I guess not.” The woman paused and in that instant Tyler knew who it was—it was Adam's sister Vicky. Why on earth would Vicky be calling her? she wondered. Then the voice continued, giving Tyler confirmation of the caller's identity. “This is Vicky Zielinski—Delaney now. Please call me—it's an emergency.” Vicky gave Tyler the number in Chicago. Tyler replayed the message, memorizing the number as Vicky's voice repeated it. Then she fumbled around on the kitchen counter and in the junk drawer, looking for paper and pencil before she forgot the number.

Ty decided to make herself some coffee before trying to return Vicky Zielinski's phone call. As she readied the Mr. Coffee, her mind wandered back to the last time she'd seen or talked to Vicky, nineteen years ago. 

It had been the night before the tragedy. The graduation dance was just two days away and most of the Rivermont High seniors were at the gym, decorating or hanging around. Vicky had been one of the hangers-around. Tyler and Adam, Vicky's brother, had been among the harder working students, along with Joanna Graham and Leslie Wall. 

Tyler and Adam were in love and it took all their concentration and determination to hang streamers when they could barely keep their hands off one another. Les and Jo had teased them about their lack of concentration but Ty and Adam had ignored their friends' good-natured kidding.

Vicky had her eye on Ed, the Rivermont soccer coach—a handsome guy only a few years older than the seniors. He was one of the faculty sponsors of the graduation dance and was there to chaperone the decorating activities. The fact that he was married and was about to become a father didn't phase Vicky.  She took the attitude that all was fair in love and war and seduction and as far as she was concerned, it was open season on Ed. 

Vicky was a platinum blond, well-built with a little help from some padding top-side. She favored halter tops and short (very short) shorts. Her reputation had started going downhill in junior high. The only reason that Ty, Jo, and Les tolerated her, even though they considered her a tramp, was because she was Adam's twin sister.

From somewhere, Vicky had managed to get her hands on a case of Budweiser and she was sneaking cans to Ed and other adventurous fellow students. Adam and his three female companions had turned down her offer of beer and she'd gone around telling everyone what nerds they were.

Tyler could see how embarrassed Adam was at his sister's behavior. In an effort to reassure him that it didn't matter and that it didn't have anything to do with them, she put her arm around him and started talking about what a wonderful time they would have at college that coming fall. She and Adam were both enrolled at the state university 100 or so miles away—with Adam planning to study veterinary medicine and Tyler journalism.

Adam had been awarded a scholarship but it would only cover part of  the costs. So he planned to work for the state highway department that coming summer to earn enough money to make up the difference. Tyler's guardians were unwilling and unable to fund the cost of her education so she too had applied for and won a scholarship. She'd gotten a summer job to earn spending money. Jobs were in short supply that summer and the only thing that Ty had been able to find was at one of the local pizza places. She didn't relish the thought of slaving away in a fast food joint but told herself it would be good experience and that it would build character, echoing her guardians' platitudes, but without much conviction.

At about ten p.m., Ed had finally told the students to wrap it up. There was much moaning and  groaning about how they weren't nearly finished. But all their complaints fell on deaf ears. The combination of beer and a half-dressed Vicky had been enough to seduce Ed and he was anxious to participate in his fall from grace. 

Tyler and Adam had agreed to be in charge of turning out the lights and shooing everyone out. Ed had mumbled an explanation about locking the doors to the gym and then all but ran after  a quickly departing Vicky.

Adam had been mortified by his sister's blatant behavior but he only showed his discomfort by his reddened face and pursed lips.

That was the last time Tyler had seen Vicky in person. The next night, all hell broke loose and nothing was ever the same again.
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DR. RACHEL EISENBERG

Friday

Rachel was surprised at the depth of her relief when the local police finally notified the hospital administration office that Adam Zielinski was not one of the victims of the fire at Plankton—that they believed he had, in all the confusion, walked away from the hospital and was still at large.

The fire had damaged or destroyed much of the office space and many of the patient rooms at Plankton. The patients had been transferred to a vacant wing of a nearby long-term convalescent hospital. However, there wasn't sufficient space for offices at the temporary hospital facility so Rachel was still working on the Plankton grounds, out of a cramped space in one of the several unattached utility buildings undamaged by the fire. She had managed to salvage her patient files and they were relatively intact, except for the lingering odor of smoke.

The day after the fire, as Adam's physician of record, Rachel had assumed the duty of notifying his next of kin that Adam was presumed dead in the fire. She'd finally tracked down Adam's sister in Chicago. The woman  had never, to anyone's knowledge,  visited her brother or contacted him or inquired about him during his entire nineteen-year incarceration at Plankton. Through the Social Security Administration, the hospital had managed to keep relatively current on her whereabouts, a state requirement for the next-of-kin of patients at Plankton. 

During that first phone call, something about the woman's tone of voice and attitude had really irritated Rachel. It was as though Adam's possible death were of absolutely no concern to her, that she was even slightly annoyed to be disturbed by the matter.

But then, when Rachel called Vicky Delaney back the second time to tell her that Adam was now presumed to be still alive but that it was assumed that he had run away from Plankton, the woman reacted in a totally different manner. She had seemed terribly upset and questioned Rachel in detail to find out all she could about Adam's disappearance. She'd volunteered to come to Plankton if the doctor thought that would be of any help. She'd requested that Rachel call her the moment there was any news, no matter what time of day or night it was. She said she'd call Rachel immediately if she thought of anything or heard of anything that might help find Adam.

Rachel had puzzled over the two so dissimilar reactions from the woman but couldn't come up with any explanation.

Rachel tried to hide from herself how distressed and disturbed by Adam's disappearance she was. She knew she had fallen into that old trap of getting too closely involved with a patient.

In the past year or so, Adam had, most unexpectedly and somewhat miraculously, begun to emerge from what had been considered a persistent and incurable catatonic state.

Adam Zielinski had already been a patient at Plankton when Rachel Eisenberg had joined the staff fifteen years ago. But he'd not been assigned to her until a year and a half ago, when his previously assigned therapist had suffered a fatal heart attack.

Something about Adam's case had intrigued Rachel, right from the beginning. When she took over as his doctor, she was dismayed to see at what level his previous doctor had kept him medicated. Her first course of action was to gradually reduce the dosages of the various medications Adam received.

Not wanting to criticize one of her colleagues, especially one who was deceased and could no longer defend his course of treatment, Rachel had just told the medical committee of the hospital that she was interested in trying a different approach for this patient.

As the previous large doses of medication left his body, Rachel thought she could see a glimmer of life in Adam's once glazed and lifeless eyes. She'd altered his daily routine by arranging for an orderly to take him to the activity area each morning after he'd been fed, instead of leaving him alone and isolated in his room all day and all night. 

In the large activity area, the more responsive patients watched television or played cards or board games. There was also a pool table and a ping pong table, although these were seldom used. Day after day, Adam sat upright in an upholstered chair, seemingly unseeing and unaware. As part of her daily routine, Rachel made it a practice to stop by once in the morning and once in the afternoon to say hello to Adam and talk with him for a few moments, about the weather or something on TV or what some of the other patients in the room were doing.

For the first three months of the new routine, the only change in Adam that Rachel could detect was the gradual enlivening of his eyes. Then once or twice she noticed that he was seemed to be smiling at something on television. 

After six months, Adam finally made his first overt action in almost nineteen years. Rachel had been sitting next to Adam, chatting with him about the snowfall the previous night when he reached over and lightly touched her arm, then pointed to the television.  On the screen was the local weatherman, detailing the storm and showing film clips of the traffic jams caused by the snow and ice. Rachel had smiled and nodded enthusiastically at Adam, saying, “Yes, the weatherman is talking about the same thing we are.” She sat there for a few more minutes with Adam, while the weatherman finished his segment of the newscast. She was amazed at the burst of joy she felt at this breakthrough and what it indicated as far as Adam's potential for getting better.

Later that day, she gave herself a stern warning about getting too intimately involved with a patient. Throughout her career she'd struggled to maintain the appropriate doctor-patient distance and this was no time to break her own firmly established precedents.

But as time passed, she'd convinced herself that her attention and caring were good for Adam, that they were vital to his recovery. She discovered from the police background reports that accompanied his patient records that, before his illness, he had loved to read, so she began to supply him with a variety of books. Day by day, as his mental and physical condition improved, Rachel looked for more and more ways to keep him on the road to recovery. One of those ways was to arrange for him to work in the hospital library several hours a day. They'd started him out slowly, dusting books. Gradually, he'd learned duty after duty, until he became one of the most capable workers in the library. During the day, whenever Rachel was in the vicinity of the library, she made a point of stopping in to see Adam, sometimes even following his suggestions about books she should try.

They still had their therapy sessions three times a week and Rachel knew she looked forward to these sessions too much. She was learning what a gentle, caring person Adam was inside the shell that he presented to the world. While he was in his catatonic state, the hospital staff had let his beard grow long and had allowed his hair to reach shoulder length. All that hair gave him a Jesus-like appearance and Rachel feared he was somehow hiding behind all that hair. She had been debating about having one of the orderlies shave him and give him a haircut, but the fire had happened before she'd done anything about getting all that hair shorn off.

When Adam first began to improve, Rachel had once again gone back through the voluminous files on Adam, paying  particular attention to the original psychiatric evaluation and case report.

The court-appointed doctor who'd  first examined Adam had been a thorough and exceedingly meticulous clinician. His notes indicated that he'd been particularly interested in determining what in Adam's background had caused him to take refuge in catatonia.

The records showed that the doctor had pulled together what meager background information existed on Adam—mainly his school records. The doctor had also done several interviews, one with an aunt of Adam (his mother's sister), who lived outside Rivermont, and interviews with two of Adam's teachers at Rivermont High.

From this skeletal information, the doctor compiled what Rachel, 19 years later, recognized as an insightful, perceptive profile of Adam.

Adam's English teacher, Louise Hall, had characterized Adam as a sensitive, surprisingly mature young man. She'd suspected he came from a dysfunctional background, although Adam had never said anything to that effect.

Somehow, Adam's soccer coach, Ed Barnes, had known some of the specifics of Adam's home life and he'd shared those details with the psychiatrist. But it had been Adam's aunt who had provided the most information on Adam's family situation.

Adam's father had deserted the family when Adam and his twin sister Vicky were just toddlers. Their mother, Martha Zielinski, had worked two jobs to support herself and Vicky and Adam. Her day job was as a receptionist in a Chrysler dealership. Two nights a week and on Saturdays, she worked as a waitress at a Denny's restaurant. She and the twins lived on her grandmother's small, run-down farm on the outskirts of Rivermont. The grandmother, who took care of the twins while the mother worked, was well-meaning but slightly eccentric. She'd loved the twins dearly and spent her time playing games with them, reading to them, and taking them for walks in the woods surrounding the farm.

According to his aunt, Adam's mother and grandmother had treated him as the man of the family, instilling a sense of responsibility and obligation in him at a very early age. This had led the psychiatrist to speculate in his notes that perhaps too much had been expected of Adam, too soon.

When the twins were ten, the grandmother suffered a stroke which left her paralyzed and bedridden for the final year of her life. She'd been unable to speak coherently, and Adam's aunt told the doctor that was really hard on the twins—who couldn't understand why their beloved Nana could no longer read to them and take them places. Adam had been sitting with her the evening she died and he'd taken her death very hard.

When the twins were twelve, their mother Martha met and married, in rapid succession, one of the regulars at Denny's named Harry Stovis.  Martha still kept both of her jobs, for it turned out that Stovis was congenitally incapable of holding a job for more than a few months. He was a construction worker, which was an unstable job situation to begin with. Inevitably, he would go to work drunk and get into a fight with the boss and get tossed out on his ear. Or else he just wouldn't show up for a couple of days and would get booted.

The aunt had nothing good to say about her sister's second husband. She thought he was no good and strongly suspected that he was beating up on Martha and the twins. She had also alluded to her fears that Stovis had taken the wrong kind of liking to his cute young stepdaughter. She said she'd not shed any tears over Stovis' death—and that perhaps Martha was better off, free at last from a life of abuse and hard work.

Adam had no memory of the traumatic situation that had landed him in Plankton so many years ago. Once he came back to full awareness, he'd asked why he was there. In gentle words, Rachel had told him what his case file contained.

He'd moaned in horror at hearing what he had done, or what they said he had done, for he had no recollection of any of it. His last memory had been of driving home that evening from one of his part-time jobs.

They'd found him standing at the edge of the woods, the Zielinski farmhouse blazing behind him. He'd been mute and motionless and had remained that way throughout the preliminary court hearing and subsequent committal hearing that resulted in his incarceration at Plankton. 

Rachel had come to Plankton from one of the top-rated psychiatric hospitals in New York City. For personal reasons, she had wanted to get as far away as she could from New York and the shambles her private life had become.

Rachel Eisenberg had married one of her medical school classmates shortly after they'd finished their mutual residencies in psychiatry. Using his surgeon father's power and influence, Jerry Roth had received an offer for a staff position at the New York hospital where he and Rachel had been residents and had also secured an appointment for his wife. Rachel had been hesitant about both offers, wanting them to receive appointments based on their ability, not on who they knew.

Jerry had laughed at her qualms and insisted that this was the way things happened in the real world.

After their marriage, Rachel had retained her maiden name professionally, saying “Rachel Roth is just too alliterative for me.” And she was glad she'd done so, once the marriage had shattered, and she was forced to pick up the pieces of her life and her career. At least one consolation, she told herself, was that she wasn't saddled with someone else's name.

Jerry and Rachel had been married for less than a year when the marriage ended. Rachel had come home to their 65th Street apartment unexpectedly early one day. She suspected that she was in the early stages of pregnancy and had been feeling especially queasy that day and decided to go home before she vomited all over a patient. 

She hadn't expected Jerry to be there—he volunteered in a neighborhood clinic one or two afternoons a week and this was one of his volunteer days, or so she'd thought. 

She'd been surprised that only one of their three deadbolts was locked and wondered if she'd forgotten to lock them all when she'd left for the hospital that morning.

It was dim, almost dark, inside the apartment but it wasn't silent, as she'd expected. From somewhere she heard a faint noise, a murmur of sound. It never occurred to her that there might be an intruder in the apartment—she just assumed that either Jerry or her had left the radio on. She headed toward the bedroom and was surprised to see that the door was shut, something they never did. Slowly, she reached out her hand to the knob, turned it, and pushed the door inward.

For the rest of her life she would remember the scene before her, no matter how hard and long she tried to forget.

There, on the massive four-poster bed she'd been so happy at finding in SoHo antique shop, was Jerry, but not alone. On top of him was Miguel, the Puerto Rican doorman to their apartment building. Both men had looked up at her but had said nothing.

Rachel had felt herself go cold all over. She never remembered leaving the apartment. A while later she found herself wandering on the sidewalk by the 72nd street entrance to Central Park. 

She'd  spent a sleepless night in the staff quarters at the hospital, incredibly thankful to find that her period had started. The next day, making sure to not run into Jerry, she'd turned in her resignation. She had Jerry paged, to make sure he was indeed on duty at the hospital. When he'd answered the page, she'd hung up the phone without saying  a word. She'd taken a cab to the apartment, a once unthought of luxury. In the empty apartment, she'd avoided looking at the still-rumpled bed in the master bedroom. Quickly, she'd gathered up only the essentials—clothes and important papers. In a moment of clarity, she finally decided to leave a note for Jerry, rather than just totally disappearing as she wanted to do.

In the note, she told him she was leaving the city and that he was not to try and find her. She said as soon as she was settled, she would file for divorce. She asked him to please dispose of her belongings—that she'd taken everything she wanted and he could do what he wanted with the rest.

As she left the apartment for the last time, she felt an unexpected sense of relief. It was as though she were reborn  and heading into a brand new world.
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LESLIE

Friday

Leslie was halfway out the door when she heard the far-off ring of the phone in her office and debated about whether or not to race back in there to answer it. She decided not to—she would let the answering machine pick up the message. Besides, by the time she got her keyring out of her purse, unlocked the door, and got over to the phone, the person would've either hung up or already left a message. She'd just access the machine from her phone in her apartment upstairs.

Leslie's office and business were located in the same high-rise as her condo—an incredibly convenient arrangement but rather an odd one as Ty and Jo delighted in telling her every once in a while. 

The arrangement had come about in a circuitous, undeliberate way. Leslie had bought the condo first. At the time, her psychology practice was located across town in an old office building that had certainly seen better days. The owner of the building evidently thought he'd make more money by leveling the building and making the ground into a parking lot, which he proceeded to do. Leslie had looked for new office space in several locations, working with  the real estate development company from whom she'd bought her condo.  Her real estate agent had suggested she consider an office in the high rise, but Leslie had demurred, saying there was no way she could afford its high-ticket lease cost. However, at the time, there was an overabundance of office space—so much so that prime space was practically being given away. And that was how Leslie ended up with an office on the second floor and a condo on the 20th floor. Her friends, Joanna in particular, loved to tease her about her commute.

Alone in the elevator, she leaned back against the padded wall and closed her eyes. It was Friday night and she'd had a long, mega-busy week. In addition to an active counseling practice, Leslie was a partner in a rather unique venture called The Relationship Center. It was actually a not-for-profit organization that paid her a small salary and paid its expenses, including a major portion of the lease cost of the office space occupied by the counseling practice and The Relationship Center. She and her partner in the counseling practice, Brad Oliver, had started the center two years ago and the idea for it had come about in a rather serendipitous manner. 

One breezy summer evening, Brad and Leslie had been sitting out on the balcony of her condo, drinking wine and talking about this and that. They'd started comparing notes about patients and treatment and therapy and discovered that they both seemed to be treating an overwhelming  preponderance of patients with relationship problems. And it seemed that most of the patients complained of difficulty in meeting people of the opposite sex. No one, it seemed, liked the singles bar scene, comparing it to a “meat market.” From that desultory conversation between Leslie and Brad grew the idea for a center where singles could meet and mingle with none of the negative connotation or atmosphere of the “meat market.”

Word of mouth alone had started the ball rolling and soon Brad and Leslie had been forced to lease additional space to be used for The Relationship Center. The main activities were bi-weekly socials, held in the large common room of the center. Music, dancing, light refreshments, various games and activities made up the core of the socials. 

When the Relationship Center was in its first planning stages, Brad and Leslie, taking an academic approach, had done research on other comparable ventures, and had incorporated into the Relationship Center those things they thought were good ideas—like a computer database that matched up people with  like interests, goals, personalities, etc. The Center also had a workout room and video viewing booths. Part of the services offered by the Center was a self-video system where a participant could talk about his or herself. These videos were then available for viewing by  other members. Copy cat centers had sprung up in at least two other cities but Brad and Leslie didn't mind—they weren't in it for money or glory. It was just an area that interested them and one they thought was valuable and important.

The elevator doors whooshed open on the 20th floor and Leslie walked the few steps across the hall to the door to her condo. She reached in her handbag for the doorkey, located as always in the inner side pocket of the purse. Leslie liked organization in her life, no fumbling around in a jumbled purse for her. She adhered rigidly to the theory: “A place for everything and everything in its place.” When her friends teased her about her obsessive tidiness, she just laughed them off, with a flip of her long gray-blond hair.

She could hear her cat mewing just inside the door as she stuck the key in the lock. Stripes made a ritual of greeting her at the front door  every evening. Leslie opened the door slowly, careful to slip quickly inside and close the door behind her, before Stripes could make her escape into the hall, the cat's favorite adventure. 

Now, in the entrance foyer, Leslie paused for a moment to let Stripes wind in and out and around and between her ankles. The cat mewed with pleasure as she rubbed up against her mistress. Deciding that Stripes had had enough bonding, Leslie put her handbag and her slim leather portfolio down on the glass-topped half table against one wall of the hall, then bent over to swoop up Stripes and placed the cat on her shoulder.

Hanging above the half-table was a brass-framed mirror and Leslie stood there for a moment looking at the reflection of her and Stripes looking back at her.

Stripes was a gray tiger cat with black stripes encircling her body and tail. In some lights, Leslie's long gray-blond hair looked almost the same shade as Stripes' fluffy fur body. Stripes stretched out a long pink tongue and gave Leslie's cheek a gentle swipe, tickling her with its rough surface. Leslie smiled and whispered in her cat's ear, “Yes, I know, I love you too.”

Later, with Stripes in the kitchen delicately picking away at a dish of the vile-smelling canned cat food that was her favorite, Leslie remembered the last minute ringing of the phone that she'd ignored when she left the office. After feeding Stripes, she had poured herself half a glass of Chablis, and now she took the wine and a handful of cheese crackers into her study. At her rolltop desk, a much-used hand-me-down from her father, she put down the wine and crackers, then picked up the phone and called downstairs to the office to access her phone messages.

The only message was from a woman whose strained-sounding voice seemed familiar but Les couldn't place it. When the woman identified herself as Vicky Zielinski, now Victoria Delaney, Leslie nodded her head once emphatically as if to say, “Of course that's who it is!”

“Leslie, please call me as soon as possible—I have to talk to someone in Rivermont about an emergency.” Vicky gave her number and Leslie recognized the area code as a Chicago one.

Leslie was stunned at the voice from her past and stunned at the message. She and Vicky had been mortal enemies all through high school and Leslie couldn't imagine how Vicky could have the nerve to call her and ask her to return the call.

Automatically, Leslie started to write down the phone number in her precise printing, using the notepad and pencil she kept handy to the phone. Then with a frown, she crumpled up the note paper and tossed it into the waste basket beside the desk. Vicky Zielinski was the last person in the world that Leslie wanted to speak to, ever—there was no way that Leslie intended to let that viperous female back into her personal bailiwick.

After a moment's hesitation, Leslie hung up the phone and turned her attention to the blinking message light on her home answering machine, ignoring the faint curiosity about what Vicky could want with her. 

The flashing red numeral told her there were three messages waiting for her. The first message required no writing—it was one of  her  best friends,  Tyler Clark, asking, no demanding, that she call her back as soon as possible. The next message was from Joanna Mallory, Leslie's other best friend, requesting in her sweet, gentle voice that Les give her a call as soon as it was convenient. The final message was one she had been hoping for—it was from Elliott Page, the new man in her life, asking her to give him a call at the sheriff's office when she got home. 

As she listened to his message, she smiled at the sound of his voice, a warm pleasure seeping through her body. She and Elliott had been seeing one another for several months now and were growing closer all the time

Leslie sat at her desk, sipping the wine and debating who to call first. She decided to save Elliott, the best, till last. Of Ty and Joanna, Leslie chose Joanna, the voice of reason. Leslie punched in Joanna's phone number and leaned back in her softly-padded swivel chair. The phone rang several times, before the perky voice of Alyssa Mallory said a cheery “Hello?”

“Hi, Lyss, it's Auntie Les. Is your mom around?”

“Hi, Aunt Les—long time no see or talk to—when are you coming over to see us?”

Les smiled ruefully into the phone, thinking that it had been weeks, maybe even months, since she'd last visited the Mallorys. “Soon, baby. I hadn't realized till this moment how long it's been. This Relationship Center seems to gobble up all my free time.”

Alyssa gave a soft snort, then teased her so-called aunt with, “You and your Dating Game thing!”

“Now, Alyssa,” Leslie said, putting on a mock tone of reproach, “you know very well that it's not a dating game thing. It's a highly respectable and reputable center where men and women can get to know one another.”

“I know, I know. I just can't resist teasing you, Aunt Les. I'm sorry—I promise I'll try not to do it again. Now hold on, and I'll get Mom for you.”

Les could hear voices in the background, then Joanna's warm, “Les—it's been ages since we talked. Thanks for calling me back so promptly.”

“Before you tell me why you called, I have to tell you about the weirdest message I got on my machine this after-”

To Leslie's surprise, Joanna, always scrupulously courteous and polite, interrupted her mid-sentence.

“I'll just take a wild guess and say that it was Vicky Zielinski calling!”

Leslie let out an exclaimed “Hah! How on earth did you know that?”

“Because she called me too,” Joanna replied.

“What did she want?” Leslie asked

“I don't know—she just left a message on my machine also. I wanted to talk to you or Ty to see what you thought I about it before I tried to call her back.”

“Hmmm,” was Leslie's response, followed by, “That's what I was going to do also—see what you thought. See, I always told you great minds and all that jazz.”

Joanna made a refined semblance of a snort, then said, “I wonder if she called Tyler. I certainly hope not. Ty's been through enough and doesn't need to have the past dragged up for her by Vicky Zielinski.”

Just then, Joanna heard a click on the line, indicating that there was another call waiting. She apologized to Les, then clicked the switch button to access the second call.

“Joanna, it's Ty.”

“Oh Ty, I'm so glad you called me back.”

“What's up? Or should I take a wild guess and say that you got a call from Vicky also?”

“So she did call you...Les and I were hoping that she hadn't. Oh my goodness, I've left Les hanging on the line. Tell you what, we'll all hang up and I'll call you back on a conference call.”

A few minutes later, the three friends were all hooked up together through the magic of Ma Bell.

“What a wonderful invention the conference call is,” Ty said. “We can gossip together to our hearts' content and not worry about having to repeat everything to each other or misquoting someone.”

They all compared notes and realized that none of them had wanted to call return Vicky's call until they'd conferred with one another. 

“I can't imagine why she would call us after all these years unless it's about-” Leslie stopped there, sorry about what she'd almost blurted out.

They could hear Ty take a deep breath before she said to her friends, “It's all right, guys, you can say his name—that maybe Vicky is calling about Adam—although I don't know why.”

There was a silence from Joanna and Leslie, then both women started speaking at once.

Tyler interrupted them with, “Hey, guys, it's okay—I understand. Now, let's change the subject, okay?”

After another brief silence, Les cleared her throat and asked, “Is everything set for Sunday night's Board meeting?”

“I've got it all arranged,” Joanna answered. “The caterers are bringing the food late Sunday afternoon and then we'll be able to handle it from there.”

“I'll get there early to help,” Les promised.

“Me, too,” Tyler chimed in, then added, “That is, if that's okay with you two?”

“The more hands the better,” Jo said. “By the way, my dear father has graciously volunteered to bring Kit to the board meeting. What do you think that means?”

“Do I detect some matchmaking there from the person most resistant to matchmaking?” Les teased. 

Joanna blushed, glad that her friends couldn't see her. “Okay, you found me out,” she admitted. “I guess my aversion to matchmaking only kicks in when I'm the target.”

The three friends chatted for a few moments more, then Jo said she had to get back to Kit and Alyssa and they ended the phone call.

Leslie sat thinking about the phone call with her friends for a moment, then quickly punched in Elliott's direct phone number at the Rivermont sheriff's office.

“Hi, there, what's up?” she asked when he answered the line with a brisk, “Page here.”

“Hi, there, yourself,” he said, the tone of his voice taking on a warmth. “I was just doublechecking on our dinner plans for tomorrow night. You're still coming to feast on my wonderful lasagna?”

“I wouldn't miss it for anything. Sixish okay?” she asked.

“Sure, earlier if you want. And I'm still planning on going to that board dinner meeting with you Sunday evening at Jo's house,” he said.

They talked for a few more minutes about what each of them had done that day. Elliott was on duty that Friday night, the one night of the week that he worked the late shift.

“I'll call you later this evening if things stay slow around here,” Elliott told Leslie as they hung up.

Leslie sat there by the phone for a few minutes, a small smile on her lips as she thought about Elliott Page and what he was coming to mean to her. 

Over the years, she'd had only two serious relationships but neither had led to marriage. Sometimes Leslie had doubted that she'd ever marry. She had very definite ideas about the type of man she wanted to spend her life with and so far only Elliott Page had seemed to be even close to meeting her rather lofty expectations.

Her only reservation about Elliott was that his first marriage seemed to have left him with a base-line cynicism when it came to relationships. 

He'd married young, while he was still in law school in Chicago. There hadn't been any children and the marriage had ended several years ago, when Elliott had left the practice of law and joined the Chicago police force. From the little Elliott had told her, his wife had fought his career change and had finally divorced him over it.

During one of the rare times when Elliott talked about his marriage, he had told Leslie, in a flat, noncommittal tone of voice: “Cynthia said she'd married a lawyer, not a cop, and that was the end of that.”

Once, Les had asked Joanna if she had known her cousin's wife. Joanna had made a sour face and said, “Yes, unfortunately, I did know her slightly, and I never liked her.  Kendall and I went to Chicago for the wedding. Then a year or so later, we saw them when they came to Rivermont on vacation. She was a snob, very impressed with material things and status and position. When I heard that Elliott was leaving the law firm to enter the police academy, I knew there was going to be trouble in the marriage. And I was right. Not a year later and they were divorced. I heard that Cynthia married another lawyer less than a year after the divorce. So I guess it didn't matter exactly who her lawyer husband was, just so he was a lawyer.”

Les had been fascinated by Elliott's change of life-style, giving up one form of law for another. She'd never met his father, Bertram Page, when he was sheriff of Rivermont but she'd always heard great things about him as a law enforcement official.

When the elder Page retired, his son had applied for and gotten the sheriff's post in Rivermont. Bertram Page and his wife of forty years had retired to Florida. They made only infrequent trips back to Rivermont, and then only at the height of summer when they could be assured of hot weather and no snow.

When Elliott had told Les about his family, he'd said, “Dad said he'd had enough winter weather to last him a dozen lifetimes and he never wanted to see a blankety-blank snowflake again as long as he lived.”

According to Joanna, Elliott and his father had quite dissimilar personalities. Bertram Page was a good old boy, hearty, a bit profane, very outspoken, and very much the in-charge type of person.

Elliott, on the other hand, was more soft-spoken, thoughtful and restrained in demeanor. But he too had an in-charge approach to whatever he did and that characteristic seemed to make both father and son outstanding in their law enforcement careers. 

Leslie took her wineglass back into the kitchen and put it into the dishwasher and debated what to do about dinner. 

She decided to order a pizza from the deli around the corner from her building. They delivered, and because they were so close, the pizza was always toasty hot.

She phoned in her order for the special and an order of hot garlic breadsticks, then prepared to immerse herself in the stack of paperwork she'd brought home for the evening's entertainment. Somehow there never seemed enough minutes in the day to get around to the great paper shuffle during office hours. She and Brad both routinely updated their patient records and files evenings and weekends. One thing that had helped them greatly was the computer system they'd installed several months ago. The system had initially been designated for The Relationship Center but both Les and Brad had immediately seen how helpful it could be to their psychology practice. They'd set up a network tying together all the computers in the office, and now the clerical staff was doing all of the bookkeeping and financial work on the computer, along with correspondence

The system was configured so that Brad and Les could dial into it from their home computers, a great convenience. The two partners frequently used the system's electronic mail function to communicate with one another at any time of the day or night.

Les turned on the computer in the den and dialed into the office system. In one corner of her monitor, an e-mail prompt flashed, indicating there was a message waiting for her. She double-clicked the mouse on the e-mail icon, bringing up the message screen.

It was a note from Brad, tagged confidential, which meant that to access the message she'd have to enter her special password. The problem was she never could remember whether her password was her initials ‘LAW’ for Leslie Anne Wall or ’Les,’ for the first three letters of her name. She tried ‘Les’ and was rewarded with a snide beeping of the computer. With a grunt of annoyance, she typed ‘LAW’ and this time received a screenful of words, scrolling past her. She hit the break key to slow down the words and began to read the message.

CONFIDENTIAL MESSAGE

TO:
LAW

FROM:
BRO

RE:
Board Dinner and Other Sundry Items

Les, I'm bringing a prospective new board member/financial supporter to the dinner Sunday evening. I haven't had a chance to brief you about her because we've both been so busy the past few days.

Her name is Beatrice Abbott and she's a current member of the Relationship Center. She called me several weeks ago about her interest in the Center, and we've had lunch together a couple of times since then. She's a widow in her late thirties, very attractive and apparently very well-to-do. She wants to get involved in the Center and has said she'd like to become one of out donors. (How's that for an offer we can't refuse?) Anyway, I'll let Joanna know she's coming and I'll introduce you to Mrs. Abbott Sunday evening. 
The message ended and Les was asked by the system whether she wanted to save it or delete it. She decided to do a temporary save, so she could refer back to it for the woman's name and look her up in the Center's database of members.

The doorbell rang and Les went into the entrance hall to get money for the pizza out of her purse. 

She'd watched the news while eating her pizza and breadsticks. But one corner of her mind had kept puzzling over the name Beatrice Abbott. Somehow it seemed vaguely familiar but for the life of her she couldn't think why.

Finished with the pizza, she went back into the den to work at the computer. She decided to look up Beatrice Abbott right away, to try to quiet the niggling, nagging voice in her mind.

The database was a really nifty one that included a photograph of the person with his or her record. The photo of Beatrice Abbott showed her to be an extremely attractive blond. Her address was in the outskirts of Rivermont, along the bluffs overlooking the Sage River, in the same area as the Mallory estate. Les wondered if Mrs. Abbott's home was an estate also.

She was surprised to see that several routine pieces of information were missing from the Abbott woman's record: there were no letters of reference and the police background record check had not come back from the Rivermont sheriff's office yet.

These were two areas where Leslie and Brad, on behalf of the Relationship Center, were most careful. Anyone who applied for membership was asked for three letters of reference and for permission to submit his or her name to the sheriff's office for a record check.

Les and Brad had decided to be extra stringent with membership requirements because, as Brad put it, “There are so many crackpots and con artists roaming around these days, we can't afford to take any chances.”

Les debated whether to alert Brad to the fact that Mrs. Abbott's records and membership application were incomplete and decided to send him a note on the e-mail system to that effect.
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NATE

Friday

It had been a long, tiring day for Nate Harris and it wasn't over yet. He was the city editor on the Rivermont Times and as usual the newspaper was short-handed and everyone was having to do double duty. For the past year or so, they'd been operating under a hiring freeze instituted by the publisher of the paper. He was using it as a tactic against the firmly entrenched newspaper guild. He was convinced that the guild had the paper in a stranglehold when it came to salaries and benefits. Attrition had reduced the ranks of reporters and editors to the point that getting out the paper with a skeleton crew was becoming a mission impossible. 

Nate had devised his own way around the hiring freeze by using a slush fund budget to hire free-lance writers to report stories when there weren't enough regular staff members to go around.

One of his best free-lancers, Tyler Clark, happened to be a close friend of his. He'd tried, but not very successfully, to maintain an impersonal distance between himself and Ty. He'd known her for years, ever since he first came to Rivermont as a fledgling reporter for the Times. Tyler was already on staff, well on her way to becoming a bright and shining star at the paper.

But then her life had fallen apart and so had Tyler. Nate had been there through the years, helping her to pick up the pieces, doing what he could to throw assignments her way, holding her hand during the times when she thought she'd never make it back to normalcy.

Nate sat at his desk in the middle of the city room, ignoring the cacophony of sound swirling around him. His hand was on the receiver of his phone, as he tried to decide whether to give Ty a call. An item had come over the wire service earlier that afternoon that he thought she should know about. He withdrew his hand from the phone and picked up the hard copy printout he'd made of the wire service item to read it once again.

Killer from Rivermont Missing from 

Plankton State Hospital for the Criminally Insane
Adam Zielinski, formerly of Rivermont, an inmate at the Plankton State Hospital for the Criminally Insane for the past 19 years, has been reported missing from the hospital following a fire that destroyed more than fifty percent of the facility three days ago.

Zielinski's absence wasn't discovered until this morning when the final victim's body was identified and all of the other inmates were accounted for. Zielinski was not among those remaining. The county sheriff's office has issued an all points bulletin on Zielinski and he has been listed as extremely dangerous missing person.
The wire service item went on to give the details of Adam's background, a story that Nate knew only too well. 

Since the wire service item was so recent, he assumed Tyler hadn't heard about Adam's disappearance. He knew he should call and tell her about it before she heard it on a TV or radio newscast—God forbid—said the print newsman as an aside to himself. He called Ty's number but got her machine. Instead of leaving a message, he hung up, deciding he'd wait until tomorrow when she came by the office.
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VICTORIA DELANEY

Friday

Eyes closed, Vicky leaned her forehead against the small window next to her seat on the 727. She felt feverish and welcomed its coolness against her skin.

On her lap, she held a broad-brimmed white hat that matched her tight-fitting white sharkskin suit. She called this her “Joan Collins outfit” because she'd seen the actress wear a similar suit and hat on an old Dynasty show. When she had on her pair of oversized wraparound sunglasses, she considered herself the epitome of a movie star in disguise. 

The past two days had been nerve-wracking, to say the least, Vicky thought. And now here she was on a red-eye flight heading toward Rivermont, the hometown she hoped she'd forsaken forever.

Two days ago, that shrink at Plankton had called her about the fire at the state hospital, to tell her that her brother was missing and presumed dead. Then, this morning she'd called once again, to tell her that they'd identified the final body and none of the victims had been Adam Zielinski. The authorities were assuming that somehow in the confusion of the holocaust that had consumed the Plankton State Hospital for the Criminally Insane, Adam Zielinski had escaped.

Vicky had been shocked to learn of his disappearance and shocked to hear that over the past year, he'd finally emerged from his catatonic state. Although she was listed as his next of kin and periodically received address update requests from the hospital, she'd never visited Adam during his nineteen years of incarceration. 

She'd tried calling several people in Rivermont, to see if by chance they had heard anything about Adam's escape. She didn't know why she was so certain that Rivermont would be his ultimate destination but she was. But she hadn't been able to reach any of the women she'd phoned. 

She was terrified that he would be found, that he would talk to someone about what had happened so long ago. She'd worried herself into a frenzy and had made the hasty decision to come to Rivermont herself. 

She'd had to take a commuter flight, with several stopovers and one layover in St. Louis. The trip had been long and tedious but now it was finally over. The plane circled over the lights of Rivermont, and Vicky stared unseeingly down at the city. It was almost three in the morning but still the city gleamed with a multitude of glowing lights. The pilot announced their arrival in Rivermont and added that the temperature was a “wet 45 degrees.”

Vicky snickered to herself, wondering what a wet 45 degrees meant. As the plane touched down on glistening tarmac, rain spattered against the window and she understood the somewhat obscure reference.

She reached under the seat for her carry-on bag, the only luggage she'd brought. Then, gathering up her hat and handbag, she wriggled her way out of the seat and into the aisle. She was one of only a handful of passengers still on the flight and didn't have to fight a crowd to get off the plane.

The terminal was deserted except for the few passengers deplaning with her. She crammed her hat on her head, knowing it wasn't on straight but at the moment not caring. She stood for a moment by the exit ramp door, looking around to get her bearings. First port of call would be the ladies room, then a telephone to find a hotel.

In the rest room, she removed her hat, brushed her long dark hair and wound it into a knot low on the back of her neck, then positioned the broad-brimmed hat properly on her head. Even after a year, she hadn't grown accustomed to her dyed hair. She'd been a blond all her life, first by nature, then with some assistance.  Last year, she'd dyed her platinum curls a coal-black in preparation for an audition for a part in “Storms of Darkness.” She'd been up for the part because of her relationship with one of the soap writers. Tony had prepped her and primed her to the point that she began to feel she'd lost whoever Vicky Delaney was and had become Portia, a Morticia Adams look-alike. She'd gotten the part, the first real break she'd had in years, so many years. 

“Storms of Darkness” had been her meal ticket out of borderline poverty. She'd spent most of her twenties out in Los Angeles, then had come to Chicago as part of the cast of a stock company. The company had gone bankrupt in Chicago and Vicky found herself penniless and alone in strange city. After a month of fruitless auditions and job hunting, she'd finally gotten herself a job as a minimum-wage night-time security guard at one of the cable TV superstations. A year or so later, she'd been cast in a few locally-produced commercials that helped supplement her income. 

When Tony Bannister came into her life, she'd been convinced her luck was finally changing for the better and she'd been right. Although “Storms of Darkness” was only a local cable show, it was syndicated throughout the country and its quirkiness had caught on. The part she played was a hoot—that of Portia, a vampire who floated around a castle located in a dark forest in a Transylvania-like country. She was having a ball with the part and Tony made sure she had a major storyline and pages and pages of campy dialogue to sink her fanged teeth into.

Now, looking at herself in the mirror in the unforgiving light of the airport ladies room, she thought she was finally starting to look her age. At 37, she still only had faint lines around her eyes, and rigorous dieting and exercising had kept her figure slender enough for the TV camera. The sharkskin suit was rumpled and wrinkled but still flattering. She debated whether or not to don the wraparound dark glasses, then decided they'd be conspicuous at three in the morning. She touched up her lipstick, washed her hands, and went out to find a payphone to call a hotel.

Once she was settled and got a few hours sleep, she'd call that shrink at Plankton, Dr. Eisen-something, to see if there had been any word of Adam.
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TYLER

Saturday

Tyler had had difficulty falling asleep the night before and now it was only 4 a.m. and here she was wide awake.  She lay there staring at the red numbers on the digital clock wishing they said 7 or 8 a.m. instead. 

Even thought it was Saturday, she had a really horrendously busy day ahead of her and she needed all the rest she could get. Her first priority was putting the finishing touches on an article she was writing for Nate at the Times—as soon as she was satisfied with it, she planned to drop a diskette off at his office. She'd tried to convince him to let her modem it to him but he hated trying to get the modem to work and refused to mess with it. 

Tyler got a kick out of his low-tech outlook—at least he'd finally started using the computer—he'd been one of the last holdouts when the Times  had installed its new computer network. The managing editor had finally laid down the law and demanded that Nate use the terminal on his desk and quit clinging to his old IBM Selectric. 

Finally, early one morning when Nate was still at home fast asleep, the janitor, under orders of the managing editor, had confiscated the Selectric and had hidden it on a back shelf of the cleaning supply closet. Nate had ranted and raved for days, but had finally surrendered and allowed one of the interns to teach him how to use the system. But he'd drawn the line at learning anything about the modem or electronic mail or any of the bells and whistles that accompanied the system—plain vanilla word processing was as far as he would go.

Ty reached over and turned on the bedside lamp, then sat up. She smiled as Sunny, lying at the foot of Ty's bed, raised her head as if to ask why Ty was getting up when it was still dark outside.

A half hour later, Ty was in her study, in front of the computer, with a steaming cup of coffee and a muffin she'd warmed up in the microwave. She'd fed Sunny and let her out but only for a few minutes because it was still raining. The dog was now once again fast asleep, curled up on the afghan-shrouded studio couch against one wall of the study.

Ty sat staring at the color monitor, going through the article word by word. This had been a tough one. It concerned a family whose young son had been missing for over a month. Nate had assigned a follow-up to her and she'd struggled not to let her emotions get the best of her, during the heart-wrenching interview with the parents, and during the actual writing of the article. 

“God, how do people cope with something like this?”  she whispered to herself as she printed out two copies of the story. Then she shook her head slowly from side to side and answered her own question with, “You do what you have to do—just like I did...”
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NATE

Saturday

Nate had come into the office on Saturday morning to clear up a few details for the weekend edition. But more importantly, he was expecting Ty to drop off her follow-up story on the little Bradford boy's disappearance. He hoped he'd be able to convince her to have a long leisurely Saturday lunch with him in some dark and cozy place.

Nate had been interested in Ty for years, with little or no encouragement or reciprocity from her—she'd made it abundantly clear that she no longer had any romantic inclinations. “My track record with relationships is lousy,” she'd told him several years ago when she realized he was falling for her.

First, she'd been in love with Adam and that had ended tragically. Then, several years later, after college and after she'd joined the Times, she'd married Tom Larson. Her life had seemed perfect—too perfect, Ty had once said to Nate. “The gods don't like anyone to have everything, so they took some things away from me. Unfortunately, they took too much away.” 

Five years ago, Ty had lost her husband in a crazy automobile accident that should never have happened. Ty, four months pregnant, had been seriously injured in the accident and had miscarried the baby. When she learned that Tom and the baby were both gone, she'd prayed that she too would die. 

But slowly she'd recovered, at least physically. Mentally and emotionally, she'd begun a downhill slide. She'd started drinking heavily, trying to anesthesize herself, trying to forget her losses. After the accident, she'd taken a leave of absence from her reporting position at the Times but had never returned. She'd managed to support herself with the insurance money from the accident and had spent her days and nights in an alcoholic stupor. Her friends had been there, trying to help put her back together again, but she didn't want to live again. 

It had been Nate who had finally reached her. 

One day he'd gone to her little house in the woods and had forced her to let him in and had forced her to listen to him.

First, though, he'd had to sober her up, with a icy shower and scalding coffee.

Once she was relatively lucid, Nate proceeded to tell her about himself—how he too had lost his family—but how his loss had truly been his own fault. With him, the drinking had come before the loss. His alcoholism had driven away his high school sweetheart wife and their little girl. He'd had to hit bottom before he'd been able to join AA and quit drinking. He'd managed somehow, and had come to Rivermont to build a new life. His wife let him visit his daughter now that he was sober but he'd lost too many years to ever feel like a good father to her.

Ty had listened in an angry, tight-lipped silence. She had had no idea what lay behind Nate's reticence about his private life but she didn't want to hear his problems. She didn't even have the energy to think about her own troubles so how could she listen to someone else's.

“Ty, a friend of mine came to me as I was hitting bottom and forced me to listen to him as he detailed how he'd thrown his family, his life away. He said that he refused to stand by and do nothing and let me do the same thing. He was too late to save my family for me but he did save my life. He became my AA sponsor and I owe him my life.

From that day on, Nate had been there for Ty, taking her to AA meetings, insisting that she get her own sponsor. 

“I can't do this for you, kid,” he'd constantly told her. “You have to do it yourself.” But he'd been a faithful prodder and supporter and nagger, and Ty knew she would not have made it back to sobriety and the semblance of a good life without Nate's dogged perseverance.

Nate looked at his watch for the third time in five minutes. It was past noon and Ty had said she'd drop off the diskette by noon at the latest. He still hadn't made up his mind yet how to tell Ty about Adam's escape. He hated to bring up tragic memories for her but she'd find out one way or the other so...

Yes, it would be best if he told her rather than letting her read about it in the paper or hear it on the news.

Just then the double doors to the city room swung open and Ty breezed into the room. She was dressed in a yellow slicker, complete with matching rain hat and boots. Nate grinned at the sight of her in what he'd named her “infamous yellow duckling outfit.”

As she strode up to his desk, she whipped off her hat and shook it on the floor, droplets of water spattering on the tile floor.

“Nate—this abominable rain absolutely must stop. I'm beginning to rust or mold or whatever it is that people do when exposed to too much moisture.”

“Don't you mean drowning?” Nate asked as he cleared off the straight-backed wooden chair next to his desk. “Have a seat, kid.”

“Thanks, don't mind if I do,” Ty drawled as she shed her yellow skin and dropped it on the floor next to the chair.

She reached into her purse/briefcase combo and pulled out a manila envelope and handed it to Nate with a flourish. “Voila! Here 'tis.”

Nate opened the envelope, pulled out the diskette and the accompanying hard copy. Quickly he scanned the article, murmuring to himself. When he finished his quick-read, he nodded his head emphatically and gave Ty a thumbs-up gesture.

“Kid, you're a real pro. Sure I can't get you to come back to the Times?”

Ty smiled as she shook her head, then said, “You know you can't hire me anyway because of the...” here she lowered her voice to a harsh stage whisper, “hiring freeze.”

“Very funny,” Nate grumbled. He swiveled around toward his computer and inserted the diskette. “Just let me check that this thing-a-majig is okay...” he said as he opened the file.

Ty laughed and asked, “Thing-a-ma-jig? Is that one of those high-tech terms you love so much?”

“Cool it, kid, or I won't take you out to lunch as a reward for meeting your deadline and with a really good story.”

“Is that an invitation or an order, boss?” Ty asked as she stood up and started getting back into her slicker.

“Whatever it takes to get you into my clutches,” Nate growled with a mock leer. He stood up too and put on his jacket.

“Let's get outta here.” Nate started off toward the door, with Ty trailing behind.

12

TYLER

Saturday

Fifteen minutes after they'd left the Times  office, Tyler and Nate were seated in a back booth at Maggie's, a nearby watering hole popular with the newspaper people. 

Ty wasn't quite sure just why she'd agreed to have lunch with Nate—but he could be fairly persuasive when he wanted. Besides, she'd detected a definitely intriguing note of mystery in his voice when he said he had something special to talk with her about.

The waitress brought them coffee and menus and left them alone to decide on their orders. The pub was nearly deserted, the rain and the day of the week discouraging all but a few diehard souls.

Ty fiddled with her coffee cup, stirring the steaming liquid, waiting impatiently for Nate to begin talking. But he sat there silently, tapping his fingers on the formica tabletop, seeming to stare at something above Ty's head. The waitress came back, took their orders for chili and onion rings and left them alone again.

Finally, impatient, Ty said, “Well?”

Nate grinned at her and said, “Gotcha! I knew I could make you ask.” 

Ty made a face at Nate, but didn't say anything, just waited for him to speak.

“Okay, okay. I said there was something I had to tell you...” Nate took a drink of coffee, then continued.

“I'm having trouble with this, kid.” Nate ran his fingers through his hair, still damp from his brief dash through the rain.

“Just out with it, Harris,” Ty ordered.

“Well, it concerns you and someone from your past. Something came over the wire yesterday that I think you should know about—it's about Adam, Adam Zielinksi.”

This got Ty's attention, especially with yesterday's phone calls from Adam's sister Vicky to various people in Rivermont.

Her voice low and a bit shaky, Ty asked, “What about Adam, Nate?”

“There was a fire at the state hospital—”

Ty interrupted Nate mid-sentence. “Oh no, is Adam—did he die in the fire?”

“No, no, he didn't die. At first, they thought he did. But then, after they identified all the bodies, they discovered that he was missing.”

“Missing? What do you mean, missing?” 

Nate reached out and took Ty's hand and held it gently. “Just that, Ty. The authorities are surmising that in the confusion of the fire, he just walked away from Plankton. The police have an APB out on him and he's being called extremely dangerous.”

“Oh, God, poor Adam—caged up all these years, now being hunted down—just like some kind of wild animal.” Ty bowed her head to hide from Nate the quick smart of tears in her eyes. She was surprised at her reaction—she hadn't thought she had any lingering feelings for Adam. Pity, it must just be pity, what she'd instinctively feel for any hopeless, desperate person.

Ty shook her head to chase away the tears then in an abstracted voice, she said, “This must be why Vicky Zielinski has been calling us.”

At Nate's “What are you talking about?” she lifted her face to look at him, then said, “Vicky Zielinski, Delaney now actually, is Adam's sister, his twin sister. She tried to call me yesterday—I wasn't home at the time and she left a message on my machine. She did the same thing with Leslie and Joanna but none of us tried to call her back—it was as though none of us wanted to talk to her, no matter what. I guess we thought if she really had to talk to us, she'd call back.”

“Vicky Delaney...” Nate said musingly, “that name sounds familiar.”

“She's some kind of soap opera actress—you've probably seen her name and picture and stuff here and there,” Ty said, then asked, “Who's doing the article on this—on Adam?” 

Nate stirred a little, trying to hide his discomfort at Ty's question. “I haven't made the assignment yet.”

“Would you, could you, please do it yourself,” Ty said flatly.

Nate stared at her in puzzlement. That was the last thing he'd expected. Before he could respond, the waitress appeared, and deposited bowls, plates, and silverware onto the tabletop. When she was gone, Nate said to Ty, “Why on earth would you want me to do the article?”

“I know it's a lot to ask of you and I know how overworked you are, but I don't want some hack crucifying Adam in his hometown paper. If I could, I'd do it myself, but it's much too close to home for me. Nate, I know you'll write the story fairly and impartially and won't make Adam out to be some kind of a depraved monster.”

For 30 seconds, Nate struggled mentally with how he could juggle his overwhelming work load, then said, “Okay—I'll do it.”

Ty made no direct response, just gave him a wide grin, then dug into her chili.

13

VICKY

Saturday

At five a.m. she'd finally checked into a low-priced hotel in downtown Rivermont. She'd gotten right into bed, not even taking time to remove her sharkskin suit or wash her face or anything. Sometime past noon, she'd finally awakened, warmly uncomfortable in the rumpled suit and tangled bedclothes.

She was hungry and thirsty and had a pounding headache. “Welcome to Rivermont—welcome home, Vic!” she said with a bitter laugh.

She got out of bed and went across the room to look in the mirror. Her makeup had streaked and smeared under her eyes and she thought she looked like a somewhat disheveled raccoon. She took off the suit, and hung the jacket on one of the hangers from the closet, the skirt on another. She took the suit into the bathroom where she hung it at one end of the shower rack. 

Slipping out of her underwear, she went into the bathroom and took a quick hot shower. When she was finished, she left the hot water running, hoping the billowing steam would ease out some of the worst wrinkles in her suit.

After putting on clean underwear, she carefully applied makeup and did her hair in a sleek updo. In the bathroom, she turned off the now cold water and examined her suit. It was still faintly rumpled but looked much better than it had.

She put on the suit, then debated whether or not to add the hat, but decided it was too much for Rivermont.

From the bedside nightstand, she took out the Rivermont telephone directory and flipped through the pages, quickly ripping out four of them. She folded the pages and tucked them into her handbag. She walked over to the window and saw it was still pouring down rain. She got her small umbrella out of her tote bag, then with one last glance in the mirror, she left the room, locking the door behind her.

Downstairs in the lobby, she looked around for a coffee shop but evidently one way the hotel kept its costs down was to not have a coffee shop. There were some vending machines dispensing coffee and an assortment of Danish and sandwiches and apples. Vicky considered the tired-looking rolls behind the glass doors and decided to seek out a nearby coffee shop. 

She walked out of the hotel and into a downpour. Her small-sized umbrella just barely protected her from the worst of the rain. She hurried down the sidewalk to the closest restaurant, a couple of doors down from the hotel, a dimly lit place called Maggie's.  

14

TYLER

Saturday

Ty scraped the last spoonful of chili from the bottom of the bowl, ate it contentedly, then pushed the bowl and spoon away from her and leaned back in the booth.

“Absolutely the perfect thing for a rainy day—some of Maggie's bone-warming, red-hot chili. Thanks for bringing me here,” Ty said.

Just then, the front door opened and someone walked in. In the dim light, Ty could make out a white shape but that was all. As the figure came closer, she saw that it was a woman. Then, as the woman sat down in a booth next to theirs, Ty gasped as she finally got a good look at the woman's face.

“What?” Nate asked in surprise.

“Shhh,” Ty hissed at him, then whispered, “It's her!”

“She, not her,” Nate corrected automatically, then said “Who?”

“Vicky, Vicky Zielinski,” Ty whispered softly, so softly Nate wasn't sure he'd heard correctly.

“Vicky Zielinski?” he repeated.

There was no reply from Ty. Instead, to Nate's surprise  she stood up, took a deep breath, then walked over to Vicky's booth.

“Vicky,” she said, the name  coming out more harshly than she'd intended.

The woman looked up from the menu she was studying. “Tyler? Tyler Clark?” she said slowly. “What a surprise!” Vicky hesitated a moment, then said, “Sit down, please.” Ty made a half turn to look at Nate, and Vicky said, “Ask your friend to join us, if you wish.”

Nate had been watching and listening closely and at Vicky's words, he'd come over to stand beside Tyler, draping an arm protectively around her shoulders.

“Nate, this is Vicky Zielinksi. Vicky, this is Nate Harris, my editor at the Times.”

“The Times?” Vicky questioned.

“The Rivermont newspaper—the Rivermont Times,” Ty answered. “I do free-lance writing for the paper.”

“Oh,” Vicky said disinterestedly, then, “Please sit down, both of you.”

At Nate's questioning glance, Ty nodded and they slid into the booth opposite Vicky. 

For a moment, no one said anything, then all three spoke at once.

Vicky asked, “Did you get my message?”

Tyler said, “Yeah, I had a message from you on my machine yesterday.” She gave no explanation about her failure to return Vicky's call.

Nate said, “What brings you to Rivermont, Miss—Miss Zielinksi?”

There was silence as they looked at one another, then Vicky spoke, “Actually, my name is Victoria Delaney now, not Zielinski.”

At that moment, the waitress came to take her order. While Vicky was ordering coffee and Danish and orange juice, Ty whispered to Nate, “Just follow my lead, please?”

Nate squeezed her hand in assent, then leaned back to enjoy the show.
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VICKY

Saturday

Later, back in her dingy hotel room, Vicky threw herself down on the still-unmade bed and groaned. 

What a ghastly experience seeing Ty had been!

Tyler Clark had changed over the years, for the better, unfortunately. And that guy she was with—what I'd give to get him alone somewhere, Vicky mused to herself.

Her head was pounding unbearably and she reached out for her purse on the bed beside her. She hoped she still had a couple of Dalmane, courtesy of Tony Bannister. From a corner of the bag, she pulled out a tablet and swallowed it dry, gagging a little.

She lay there motionless for a few moments, willing the drug to take effect quickly.

Finally, when the aching had begun to subside, she let her mind float back to the encounter with Tyler Clark. 

It hadn't gone as she would have wished, as she planned. Tyler had been faintly cold, almost distant and Vicky had found it impossible to pretend that they'd been old friends. 

“Exactly why have you been calling me and my friends?” Tyler's question came out flat and bare.

Vicky had cast about trying to come up with a way to ease into answering the question. She'd given Tyler and Nate her most charming smile as she said, “I needed to provide all of you with some information and to hopefully get some information in return.” She'd thought her voice had oozed warmth and sincerity. But it had seemed to have no effect on Tyler.

“Vicky, I can't imagine any information you might have that we'd be interested in.” Ice had dripped form Ty's words. Vicky had flicked a glance at Nate and had seen her own surprise briefly mirrored on his face before he covered his emotion.

So, Vicky had thought, this must be an act on Tyler's part. Well, I'm obviously a much better actress than Ty could ever be so let's see what this all means.

“Oh?” Vicky had loaded the word with as much ice and disdain as she could. She waited for some response from Tyler. When none came, she decided to forge ahead with her trump card.

“Adam is missing.” She had expected the bald statement to elicit shock from Tyler. Instead, Ty had said a calm, “I know.”

“You know? How could you know?” Vicky had gasped.

Ty had said a dry-sounding “I have my ways.”

Once again Vicky had thrown a side-ways glance at Nate and thought she saw the ghost of a grin playing around his lips. 

“Why don't you explain to Vicky, Nate, if you would please.” Tyler had said in a demure-sounding voice.

“Sure,” Nate had said agreeably, as he proceeded to explain about the news wire item on Adam's disappearance.

“Oh...” Vicky had said when he'd finished. She had thought for a moment, trying to figure out how to use their advance knowledge to her advantage. 

“I need your help, please.” She tried to put a touch of pathos into her tone, along with a smattering of deference. The result pleased her.

For the first time, Tyler had seemed hesitant. “My help? How could I possibly help you?” When Vicky didn't answer immediately, Tyler had added, “And why on earth would I ever want to help you?”

Just then, the waitress had arrived with the Danish and juice but Vicky had ignored the interruption. She'd also ignored the second part of Tyler's question and had addressed herself only to the first part. 

“I think Adam might be coming to Rivermont—it's the only place I can think of that he would deliberately go.” 

Tyler had absorbed that, then said a quiet, “So?”

“If you or Leslie or Joanna hear from him, I would appreciate your letting me know.” Vicky had made the request with what she thought would be a winning blend of humility and simple trust.

“I really don't think any of us will hear from Adam,” Tyler had responded quietly. “It's been nineteen years since any of us has talked to him—not since, not since it happened.” Tyler's voice had faltered, alerting Vicky to a possible chink in her armor. 

Vicky, ever the manipulator, had quickly followed up. She'd lowered her eyes briefly. When she'd lifted them again, tears glistened there.

“Yes, nineteen years. Tyler, I haven't seen or spoken with Adam since then either.” Vicky thought her voice sounded appropriately scratchy from unshed tears.

There was a pause as Tyler seemed to digest this piece of information, then she said, “I don't understand.”

Vicky took a deep breath before answering. “Until just a couple of years ago, Adam was completely unresponsive. He didn't speak, didn't react. He'd been like some kind of robot, not like a real person.” Vicky had seen the surprise on Ty's face and knew she was making inroads.

“I'd never come to visit him—the hospital said there was no point. Besides, I really couldn't afford it, for a long while. It's only been recently that my financial situation has improved.” She'd said the last sentence with a feigned embarrassment. “I was hoping to visit Adam soon.”  As she said the words, she knew they had sounded inadequate but it was too late.

Tyler stood up and Nate did also. “I'm sure that we won't be hearing from Adam...” then as she and Nate had returned to their booth, she'd thrown back over her shoulder. “But if Adam should contact us, we'll be certain to notify the authorities—for his own best interests, of course.”

Now, stretched out on the bed, her headache almost gone, Vicky groaned at her failure. She'd hoped to win Tyler's sympathy and cooperation and instead she'd made her suspicious and distrustful.

What should she do now? Which of the Rivermont people should she try again—Joanna or Leslie? After a moment's consideration, she decided that Joanna would be easiest.
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JOANNA

Saturday

On Saturday afternoon, Joanna was in the laundry room preparing to do a load of Lyss' clothes. They had a cleaning woman come in a couple days a week but Jo like to do laundry once in awhile just for the feeling of actual accomplishment. She was just about to put the jeans in the washer when she heard the phone. She assumed Alyssa would answer it but it rang on and on.  

Leaving the pile of jeans on the floor, she ran into the kitchen and grabbed the receiver of the wall phone. But there was only a dial tone. Whoever it was had hung up.

“Oh well, if it's important, they'll call again.” Joanna started back toward the laundry room then decided to see where Alyssa had gotten herself to.

She went up the rear staircase, located in the hallway between the kitchen and the laundry room. Once on the second floor, she turned down the long hallway toward Alyssa's two-room suite. Outside the door, she knocked lightly but there was no answer. Frowning slightly, she knocked, more loudly this time but still no answer. She opened the door and ducked her head inside, calling “Lyss? Are you there?” But there was no cheerful voice calling back at her. She stepped inside the room, then stopped. From the bathroom off Lyss' bedroom came the sound of the shower and a voice singing loudly and very offkey. 

Joanna smiled and shut the door quietly behind her. Alyssa loved to take long showers, singing all the while.

“It's a good thing I hadn't started the washer yet,” Joanna thought to herself, grinning at the thought that Lyss would've ended up in a very cold shower.

On her way down the front staircase, the phone began once again to ring. She stopped at the foot of the stairs and turned to the table in the entrance foyer where an antique black and gold telephone clanged.

Her “Hello?” was met with a brief silence, then “Joanna? Is that you?”

Joanna immediately recognized the voice as belonging to yesterday's mysterious caller—Vicky Zielinski.

“Yes, this is Joanna Mallory. And this is Vicky Zielinski?”

“How nice of you to recognize my voice!” Vicky's voice came across the line with a rich fullness and Joanna found herself thinking how theatrical it sounded—but then what would you expect from an actress, and a soap actress at that.

“What do you want, Vicky?” As Joanna said the words, she realized they sounded too brisk and brusque, almost to the point of rudeness. She added in a warmer tone, “Is there something I can help you with?”
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VICKY

Saturday

Joanna couldn't see the triumphant grin she flashed to herself but there was something resembling triumph in Vicky's voice as she answered, “Yes, Joanna, thank you, there is something you can do for me.”

Vicky proceeded to give Joanna an embellished version of the story she'd told Tyler just an hour before, this time remembering to play on Joanna's all-too-available sympathies.

By the time Vicky had finished her heart-rending tale of a brother tragically lost to mental illness and her own poverty-ridden climb to financial stability, Vicky could hear the empathetic tones in Joanna's voice as she murmured into the receiver.

“But Joanna, I need your help. I think Adam may be coming home to Rivermont—that he may, in fact, be here already.  Please, please, if you hear from him or if you hear anything about him, would you call me?” Vicky had given Joanna the number at the hotel.

Hanging up the receiver, Vicky lay back once more on the bed, this time with a smile of victory on her face. Next, she'd call that shrink at Plankton and then she would deal with that high and mighty Leslie Wall. Then she'd visit the pawn shop next door to the hotel and buy herself a handgun.
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NATE

Saturday

Lunch hadn't proved to be the romantic interlude he'd hoped for, Nate thought, as he sat back down at his desk at the Times. He shuffled through the some papers, his mind still on the confrontation between Vicky and Tyler.

“Well, what the hell?” he muttered as he picked up the phone and jabbed in the digits of the Rivermont sheriff's office. An old friend and a good news source of his, Ozzie Davenport, was a deputy there and it couldn't hurt to touch bases with him about this Zielinski thing.

“Oz? Nate here. Say, Oz, any word on that patient missing from Plankton?”

“Nope, not a sign of him. Why do you ask?” 

“Well, it seems his sister showed up here today in Rivermont and she thinks he's headed this way.

“No shit! Where is she? How can I talk to her?”

“Rats! Some reporter I am...I don't know where she's staying. I'll see if I can find out and I'll get back to you. By the way, Oz, what do you remember about that thing with Adam Zielinski 19 years ago?”

“I was assigned to that case, as it happens. It seems this Adam Zielinski killed his mother and his stepfather and then tried to burn down the house. They found him just inside the woods surrounding the house, in one of those what they call catatonic states. He never said a word, not from the moment they found him. Total silence. The docs figured the shock of what he'd done had sent him somewhere into the ozone layer, mentally speaking. We couldn't get anywhere with him—and to top things off, his sister left town just when it was happening. It took weeks to track her down and then she claimed she didn't know nothin' from nothin'. Weird case. Anyway, they locked him up in Plankton and I guess I thought they'd thrown away the key. Then this happens. It seems that he gradually came back into the land of the living, at least partway. The scuttlebutt is that the docs at Plankton were recommending his release—one doc in particular, a woman. She's been in touch with us here a few times, to get info on the investigation and his background and such.”

“Say, could you give me that doctor's name and phone number, Oz? I'm doing an article about Zielinksi and maybe his doctor could give me some help,” Nate said.

Ozzie said sure and put Nate on hold while he went to look up the doctor's name and phone number.

Nate thanked Ozzie for the information and promised to keep in touch and to let him know if he found out where the sister was staying or anything else.

He leaned back in his swivel chair and looked at the scrap of paper on which he'd scrawled, Dr. Rachel Eisenberg, Plankton State Hospital for the Criminally Insane, and the phone number. He doubted if she'd be there late on a Saturday afternoon but decided to call anyway. 

To his surprise, she'd answered the phone herself, saying “Plankton Hospital, Dr. Eisenberg speaking.”

Nate had hesitated a moment, then plunged right in. “Dr. Eisenberg, my name is Nate Harris and I'm an editor and reporter with the Rivermont Times. I'm doing an article on Adam Zielinski and I wondered if you could—”

That was far as he got before being interrupted by the doctor saying, in a smooth but no-nonsense voice, “I'm sorry, Mr. Umm, Mr. Harris, but  surely you realize that I can't discuss one of my patients with you or with anyone. You've heard of doctor/patient confidentiality, of course?”

Her sardonic tone hinted that a sense of humor lurked somewhere in her and Nate suddenly had the feeling that under different circumstances, this woman shrink and he might like each other.

Nate decided to try once more. “Certainly, I understand that you can't reveal anything about your patient's medical  or  umm,  I guess it would be mental condition, Dr. Eisenberg. But I did think you might be able to shed some light on his whereabouts or his state of mind now that he's escaped. And you do realize that it's eminently possible that the article I write could be helpful in bringing Zielinski back into custody?”

“Nice try, Mr. Harris, but no cigar. There's really nothing I can tell you about Adam.” Nate thought the doctor had a warm, engaging voice when she wasn't trying to sound clinically professional.

“Well, doc, in case you change your mind, or if there's any news of Zielinski, let me give you my name and number.”

Nate hung up, feeling let down at having failed. Well, he thought, you win some and you lose some.

At 4:30, he decided to call it a day. Tonight he was supposed to have dinner at his brother's house, and he had some errands to run before heading over there.

Nate was almost out the City Room door when he heard one of the other editors calling his name. Reluctantly, he turned around and headed back toward his desk.

“There's a call for you on line 2, Harris.”

Nate mumbled a less than enthusiastic, “Gee, thanks,” as he picked up the receiver of the phone in his cubicle and barked into the mouthpiece, “Harris here.”

“Davenport here,” came the laconic response.

“Oz! What's up?”

“ I thought you might be interested in an ID we just got in on some fingerprints connected with the suspicious death of a trucker the other day.”

Nate frowned, trying to remember something about a trucker's death but couldn't come up with anything. “What trucker is this?” he asked.

“You might not have paid any attention to it because it happened about a hundred or so miles from here. A trucker was found dead in the cab of his truck. He had a wound on his forehead but it turns out he died from an overdose of a couple of different kinds of drugs—illegal drugs. Anyway, the state highway boys dusted the truck and one of the sets of prints they came up with belong to none other than the guy we were just talking about—Adam Zielinski.”

“What? You've got to be kidding!” Nate exclaimed.

“Nope,” Ozzie said. “Positive ID. So now they'vd upgraded the APB on Zielinksi and everybody's looking for him—which means I need to locate his sister sooner rather than later. Can you speed up your help?”

Nate thought for a moment, then said, “Sure, I'll make a phone call right away to Tyler Clark. Give me a few minutes—I'll get back to you.”

It only took Nate one minute to talk to Ty and find out where Vicky Delaney was staying. 

He called Ozzie back and plunged right in. “Well, I got the info for you. Vicky Delaney is staying at one of those El Cheapo hotels downtown, the Pierpont, right next door to Maggie's, actually. What say I meet you there, in payment for all my help.”

When Ozzie hesitated, Nate groaned, “Come on, Oz, play fair.”

Ozzie thought for a moment, then decided it couldn't hurt anything for Nate to tag along, especially if he took care that no one found out—no one specifically meaning the sheriff, Elliott Page.

“Okay, I guess you can come along, but keep it quiet—I can't let the sheriff know about this. Speaking of the sheriff, I'd better give him a quick call about this fingerprint thing. I'll see you there in a few minutes.”

Nate made one last, fast phone call to his brother, to tell him he might be late for dinner.

19

ELLIOTT

Saturday

Elliott had just turned on the oven when the phone rang. It couldn't be Leslie, he thought—she'd just called a few minutes ago to say she was on her way.

He picked up the portable phone off the kitchen counter and barked “Hello?” into the receiver.

“Sheriff? This is Oz. I wanted to let you know about some developments in that trucker's death.”

Elliott groaned into the receiver, and said, “Oz, I'm off duty—I'm in the middle of making lasagna—I trust you to handle whatever comes up.” Elliott started to hand up the phone but heard Oz protest, “But Sheriff, it's tied into that Zielinski disappearance.”

The name Zielinski caught Elliott's attention and he said, “Okay, Oz, tell me.”

Elliott cradled the portable phone between his head and his shoulders as he listened to long-time deputy, Ozzie Davenport, give him chapter and verse on the trucker's death and the finding of Adam Zielinski's prints inside the cab of the truck.  Ozzie also told the sheriff that he planned to question Zielinski's sister Vicky, who he'd just learned was in town. Elliott worked on the lasagna as he listened, carefully alternating layers of noodles and meat and tomato sauce and cheese.

When Oz finished his recitation, Elliott said, “Okay, Oz, you were right to call me about this. Keep me informed.”

Before he could hang up the portable phone still cradled on his shoulder, Elliott had to quickly wipe his hands on the dish towel slung over his other shoulder. As he was hanging up the phone, the doorbell rang.

“Come on in, Les—” he shouted, “—it's not locked—I'm in the kitchen.”

A moment later, Leslie stood in the arched doorway that divided the kitchen from the apartment's dining alcove, a wide grin on her face, saying, “Page, you know there's something wrong with this picture. The woman is supposed to invite the man over for a home-cooked dinner, not the other way around. We're going against the stereotype and—”

Elliott effectively interrupted her mock diatribe by planting a kiss on her still-moving mouth. When he'd finished kissing her, he said, “Well, I guess I've never been one to go along with what's expected of me—and somehow I thought you were something of a rebel yourself?”

“Just kidding, old buddy. Anyway, you know from past experience that I can't cook worth a darn. But I'll set the table, if you want.”

After Elliott helped Les put the plates and silverware on the table in dining area, he poured them each a glass of red wine and handed one to Les. 

“Let's go sit down in the living room—the lasagna has 20 more minutes to bake,” he said. He grabbed a bag of pretzels from the pantry and brought it with him.

Leslie sat at one end of Elliott's long sectional couch and he sat down close to her, careful not to spill his wine. Les put her glass on the coffeetable in front of the sofa and reached for the pretzels.

“So what's going on with you, Page?” she asked. Ever since their first meeting, she'd developed the habit of calling him by his last name, as most of the deputies in the sheriff's office did.

“I just got a call from Ozzie about a new development in the Zielinksi dicappearance.” Elliott had told Les about Adam's disappearance as soon as the APB came over the wire. He knew Leslie and her friends Joanna and Tyler had gone to high school with Adam Zielinski and his twin sister Vicky. Elliott had been several years older  and hadn't know the Zielinskis.

“What?” Les asked between bits of pretzel.

“It seems that Zielinski's fingerprints were found in the cab of a truck of a trucker who died under mysterious circumstances earlier this week. So the state boys have upgraded the APB and they're calling Zielinski dangerous.”

Les shook her head slowly, “Poor Adam, how horribly his life has turned out.” 

She paused, then added almost as an afterthought, “By the way, his sister has been calling Jo and Ty and me. I haven't talked to her yet but Ty and Jo have—they both called me this afternoon to tell me. To be honest, I hope I never have to talk to Vicky again. In high school, she and I were not good friends, to put it mildly. For various reasons, she really had it in for me and took every opportunity to make trouble for me.”

Les took a sip of wine and a bite of pretzel, then said, “That's ancient history and I'm sure you're not interested in hearing about it.”

“On the contrary,” Elliott said. “But first let me tell you my interest comes with an ulterior motive.” He proceeded to tell Les what his deputy had said about questioning Vicky Zielinski now that she was somewhere in Rivermont.

 “I'd be glad to tell you anything I could, but really, Page, whatever happened between Vicky and me couldn't have any bearing on anything in the present.”

“Still, if you don't mind, tell me what you know about Vicky and Adam Zielinski.”

Les considered Elliott's request thoughtfully, saying, “It's been years, so many years since I've thought much about Vicky or Adam or what happened so long ago.”

She paused for another sip of wine, then continued, musingly, “You know, at the time I thought it was really weird that Adam would've caused the deaths of his mother and stepfather. Vicky was much more the type to have done something so horrible. Like I said before, she and I were mortal enemies, at least as far as teenagers can be mortal enemies. She was extremely competitive with everyone, but especially with me. In our senior year, I beat her out for head of the cheerleader squad and for the lead in the school play. She was furious over those losses and being a vindictive type, vowed to hate me forever. I was never sure what she might have done to me in retaliation and boy, was I glad and sort of relieved when she ran away.”

“Ran away?” Elliott asked.

“Yep, Vicky left town right at the time when her mother and stepfather died. If I remember correctly, it took quite a while for the authorities to track her down. It seems she'd hitched a ride with some salesman or something and finally turned up in Chicago.”

Elliott sat thinking for a moment, then said, “Let's go back to something you said at the beginning—about thinking Vicky would be more the type to cause someone's death than Adam. Did you really mean that?”

Leslie took her time in answering, applying her professional psychological skills to her past experiences, trying to come up with a reasoned, unprejudiced response.

“Of course, hindsight is always infallible when it comes to making a judgement like that. But if I really had to give my opinion, say in a court of law, I'd have to testify that of the two, Adam and Vicky Zielinski, Vicky seemed much more prone to violence than Adam. She was forever throwing temper tantrums and getting into fights and arguments—she had quite a reputation for that.”

“I don't mean to put words into your mouth or thoughts in your head—” Elliott began but was stopped by Les, who laughingly said, “Excuse the interruption, Sheriff, but you know me well enough by now, I would think, to realize that putting words into my mouth or thoughts into my head, when I don't want them there, is nearly an impossible task.”

Elliott smiled, then reached over and gave Leslie a hug, almost spilling her wine in the process. “Point well taken, ma'am. Thanks for the input—I'm not exactly sure yet where I'm going with this but I'll let you know. Meanwhile, let's eat, kid!”
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NATE

Saturday

Nate and Ozzie Davenport had missed Vicky Delaney, the heavy-set, sloppily dressed man at the hotel front desk informed them.

“She left a while ago, in a big hurry.”

Ozzie flipped his badge out of his pocket, flashed in front of the deskman's eyes, then said, “Do you have any idea where she went or when she'll be back?”

“Listen, officer, we don't want no trouble here,” the man's voice squeaked on the last word.

Ozzie waited, silently. The man took a deep breath, then another. “Well, sir, all I know is that she hurried out of here and got into a cab right outside the front door. I'm pretty sure it was the cabby who works this area. Maybe you can find out who that is from the cab company—City Cabs, I think.”

Without a word, Ozzie turned away from the desk and headed toward the lobby door. Nate trailed behind, unsure what Oz's next move was going to be but willing to follow along.

Outside the front of the hotel, sat a dark green and black cab with its motor idling. Oz walked around to the driver's side and tapped lightly on the window, showing his badge to the driver. The driver peered out into the darkness, then rolled down the window and said, “What can I do for you?”

“Did you pick up a fare here, a woman, about half an hour, 45 minutes ago?” Ozzie asked.

21

RACHEL

Saturday

Weekends were pretty much the same to Rachel as any other day of the week. She routinely worked at least part of Saturday and Sunday, mostly doing the stacks of paperwork that were part of working at a state institution. She sometimes scheduled an extra weekend session with her patients but hadn't done so this particular weekend. 

She sat at the desk in the makeshift office, thinking about the two phone calls about Adam she'd received that day.

Adam's sister Vicky certainly was showing unusual concern for someone who hadn't bothered to visit her brother for nineteen years. This was certainly a puzzle—two frantic phone calls from the mysterious long-lost sister in just a couple of days.

Rachel smiled to herself as she replayed a mental tape of her phone call with that reporter. What a brush-off I gave him, she thought, feeling a small measure of satisfaction. He had his nerve—thinking I would give him information about Adam for his sleazy article. She hadn't even written down his name and phone number, knowing there was no way she'd ever call him.

But where could Adam be? Was he okay? After spending the last nineteen years locked up in the prison of his mind and then the prison of Plankton, she had no confidence that Adam could fend for himself all alone out there in the world. And what a changed world it must be for him.

Rachel sat down in the rickety desk chair and put her head down on the desk. Since the fire and Adam's disappearance, she hadn't been sleeping well and she was really feeling the effects of her fatigue.

22

ADAM

Saturday

He had been so cold and hungry the night before that he'd chanced making a foray up into the house for food and blankets, taking care to make as little noise as possible. 

There had been a dim light in the hall, enough for him to not stumble around and wake up the sleepers. In the kitchen, he'd found a flashlight on top of the refrigerator. Then he'd gathered up food and water, taking care to leave no trace of himself. From the very back of a storage closet in what looked like a laundry room, he took two well-worn blankets.

 For one brief moment, he'd panicked when he heard a low growl. But he'd tossed a piece of lunch meat to the small dog who'd come into kitchen and that had forestalled any barking or further growling.

He'd decided to move out of the root cellar into another part of the basement. He'd made himself a cozy little hidey-hole in an enclosed area just behind the the furnace and directly under the kitchen.. 

From what he could tell, it seemed like no one ever came down to the basement. He'd seen that the washer and dryer were up on the first floor. And most of the basement was stacked with boxes and furniture that looked as though they hadn't been disturbed for 20 years. 

The small room where he was hiding out had evidently once been used as a storage pantry because on one wall there was an old boarded-up dumbwaiter. He'd pried the boards off the downstairs opening, taking care to be as quiet as he could. 

To his surprise, the next morning he discovered that by straining his ears a little he could hear conversation from the kitchen. As he listened to the rise and fall of two women's voices, he wondered where the dumb waiter opening in the kitchen was located. He decided that it was probably close to the table where the women were sitting having breakfast, for their voices kept a steady level for a while, the sound interspersed with the clink of silverware against china.

He sat listening, leaning against the cold stone wall, envying the normal morning sounds of a family breakfasting together. He'd never had that, never would have it now. He didn't know how he was going to accomplish what he wanted to do or what was going to happen to him.

The chance to just walk away from the hospital had been too tempting to resist. But now, free, he didn't know how to handle his ill-gotten freedom. Dr. Eisenberg was probably totally disappointed in him. She'd given him so much of her time and caring these past two years and look how he'd repaid her.

This house had been the only place he could think to hide out in. As a teenager, he'd done yardwork here in the summer and had shoveled snow in the winter. The family had treated him well, tons better than the treatment he got at home.

He wondered if the same family still lived here.

Still tired, he slept again, wrapped in the blankets. As he slept, he dreamt, a montage of memories from childhood mixed with the agonies of the past few days.

He awoke with a start, disoriented, not remembering where he was, not knowing what time it was. The hidey-hole had a small high window that let in a little daylight. He got up and went over to look out the window. The window was covered with an accumulation of years of grime but he managed to wipe away a small spot to look out of. He could see it was raining again—it seemed as though it had raining been raining constantly for the past couple of months. He had no watch, no clock and wondered what time it was but he couldn't tell from looking out into the rain. 

He heard a sound coming from upstairs and went back over to the gaping opening of the once boarded-up dumbwaiter. From upstairs, the women's voices floated down at him. Evidently, it was just before lunch because the two of them were talking about what they planned to eat for lunch. He listened carefully, once again envying the ordinariness of their conversation. 

He heard one voice say, “Hey, Ma, I have a great idea—let's go get some tacos—we both have errands to run and we can combine everything into one joint venture.”

The other voice replied, “Sounds fine to me, honey. Let me go get my purse and we'll be on our way.”

Adam pursed his lips in thought. If they were both going to be out of the house at the same time, and for a while, or so it sounded, it would give him a chance to get some more food and to do some exploring in daylight.

He waited, patiently, till long after the sounds from above had ceased. Although he was fairly certain that the two women were the only inhabitants of the house, he didn't want to take any chances. Finally, after a long period of silence, he quietly climbed the stairs leading up from the basement. 

Upstairs, he turned first into the bathroom, anxious to use the facilities. Then he ran himself a tall glass of water and drank it down in one gulp.

He wandered through the downstairs rooms, marveling at how beautiful the house was. When he'd worked here as a teenager, the kitchen had been the only room he'd seen. 

The kitchen had been completely remodeled since then—it was now a marvel of stainless steel and white walls, white tiled floor—a bright, cheery island of modernity.

One of the downstairs rooms was an office or a den. There was a large rolltop desk that doubled as a computer stand. A telephone stood on the desk. To one side was a stand holding a computer printer and another piece of equipment unfamiliar to him—it had the receiver of a telelphone on one side and he wondered if it was one of those facsimile machines he'd read about.

Out in the hall again, he strode toward a broad staircase and walked up.

The second floor hallway was lined with door after door—so many doors that it reminded him briefly of the long hallway at Plankton. But only briefly—this hallway was carpeted in a thick rug—Plankton's hallways had been scuffed, worn linoleum. And the doors at Plankton had one-way windows so the staff could watch the inmates whenever they wanted, but the inmates couldn't see out. There had been no privacy at Plankton, not even in the bathrooms—which had had no doors at all.

He dismissed his thoughts of Plankton and brought his mind back to the present. The doors lining the upstairs hall were open, and he tentatively looked into room after room, trying to decide what was what. The last room on the hallway was really two rooms, one a bedroom, the other what looked like a combination living room/study. He stepped into the study part first, walking carefully around the furniture. There was a long desk, with textbooks stacked on both sides. He looked down and saw the old Rivermont High book covers on some of the books. 

A rush of memories flooded back. He'd seen so many of those navy and beige covers with the drawing of the high school buildings and stylized lettering saying Rivermont High. He remembered how Ty had scrawled their entwined initials all over his book covers as well as her own.

Ty—where is she now? Whatever happened to her. With a great mental effort, he deliberately turned his mind away from the pain of the past, as Dr. Eisenberg had taught him to do. 

Looking for something, anything, to replace the unwanted topic, he reached down and picked up one of the textbooks. On the cover, in bold letters, was printed the name Alyssa Mallory.

Mallory—that was the name of the family he'd worked for. So they still lived here, after all these years. But he couldn't remember any Alyssa. He put the book back on the top of the stack of books.

In the center of the desk was a framed snapshot, and he picked it up. It showed three girls in drum majorette costumes, arms around one another, huge grins on their faces. One of the girls looked so much like Ty that Adam had to look again to make sure that it wasn't. 

No, these were girls of today, their hair styles showed him that. Plus, there was a late model car showing in the background of the photo. But the middle girl, the blond one, looked so much like Ty had looked 19 years ago. He carefully set the photo back down on the desk and once again deliberately turned his mind away from thoughts of Ty by continuing his exploration of the room

Next to the long desk sat another, shorter desk, this one holding one of those small portable computers—he couldn't remember what they were called but he knew they were the ones that were light enough to carry around with you. Next to the small computer was another device, this one huge—almost three times the size of the computer. It had the words Hewlett Packard LaserJet on the front and he knew this was a laser printer like the one in the office at Plankton.

He  walked over to the door leading to the adjoining room, what was obviously the girl's bedroom. It was decorated all in pink frilly stuff, the kind of thing that girls like. The bed had a mound of stuffed animals in the center, all a bit worn-looking, as if they'd been around for awhile and had received much attention during their tenure. 

He walked over to what he guessed was called a dressing table. The top was covered with an assortment of feminine-type equipment a silver-backed hair brush, with a matching hand mirror; tubes and bottles of makeup; and a jewelry box covered in a padded flowery material. Sitting on top of the jewelry box was an unusual-looking watch that seemed to be a combination bracelet and watch. There were colored stones on a gold chain—when Adam picked up the watch and looked more closely, he saw that the stones had tiny etched lines in them.  He recognized them as scarabs, very similar to a bracelet that he'd scrimped and saved to buy for Ty that last Christmas they were together. He'd been fascinated by the small stones, with their carved design of the sacred beetle of Egyptian folklore. He put the watch  back on top of the jewelry box, careful to position it exactly as he'd found it. Glancing up he saw his reflection in the dressing table's brass-framed mirror and grimaced at the sight of the bearded, long-haired man there. That sight would be enough to frighten anyone. He'd better shave and cut his hair so that he could look more normal.

As he was about to turn away from the dressing table, he noticed that stuck in the frame of the mirror were more snapshots. Adam turned on a lamp on the dressing table to better see the snapshots. Most of them included the blond girl who looked so much like Ty—Adam began to wonder if perhaps she was the Alyssa who had so prominently written her name on the covers of her books. Two of the pictures showed the blond girl standing next to a dark-haired older woman who looked hauntingly familiar to Adam. Where had he seen her before? The question nagged at him, the answer just out of reach somewhere in the back of his mind.

He went over to one side of the room, which had closet doors covered with mirrors. He tried not to look at himself too closely in the mirrors. He didn't want to see how disheveled and downtrodden he looked. His clothes were rumpled and stained. The knees of his jeans had tears in them from a slide he'd taken down a rocky hill in the woods just outside the Mallory estate.

He slowly opened the mirror-covered sliding closet doors. A whiff of flowery perfume wafted out at him, faint but pleasant. The rods were filled with item after item of clothes, so many things that he wondered whether their owner ever found time to wear things more than once. He thought of the contrast with the few pieces of clothing that had hung in his closet at Plankton.

He carefully shut the closet doors, then went to the dressing table to turn off the lamp. He looked around the room to see if there was any other lingering sign of his presence. He did the same thing in the other room, automatically turning out the overhead light as he left the room.

Opposite the girl's two rooms was another two-room suite, this one obviously belonging to an older woman. There were no frilly pink ruffles here. These rooms were comfortably decorated in soothing blues and greens. The sitting room had large overstuffed furniture grouped around a television set. The bedroom had a king-sized bed, in contrast to the two twin beds in the girl's room. But somehow Adam knew this room was inhabited only by a woman—no man shared that bed at night.

He looked in the woman's closet and found it relatively bare, at least compared to the stuffed profligacy of the girl's closet. Hanging on the clothes rod were jacket after jacket, tailored-looking women's suits. Some definitely unruffled blouses, an abundance of turtlenecked sweaters and pullovers. No mirrored doors covered this closet. Either the woman was not a vain person—or perhaps she was all too vain and wanted to hide from the sight of advancing years.

He wondered who the woman was. Somehow he didn't think it was the woman who'd lived here when he did yardwork here so many years ago. That Mrs. Mallory had been sort of old then—at least what an 18-year-old considered old. He hadn't known her at all well. Mr. Mallory had been the one that hired him and the one that he dealt with. The two of them had no children—they'd lived in this big old house with Mr. Mallory's mother and several servants, as he remembered.

He heard a strange sound that startled him—could the two women be back this soon? They'd only been gone a short while. Then he smiled as he realized that the sound he'd heard had been the initial click of a cuckoo, about to come out of its chalet to announce the hour. The clock was on the wall of the woman's sitting room and Adam wondered how she could stand the hourly interruptions at night. Perhaps with the bedroom door closed she couldn't hear the little fellow's chirping “Cuckoos.”

But still it was time that he returned to his hidey hole—of course, after first replenishing his stock of supplies. He wondered if he dared borrow a book or a newspaper or a magazine—something to help pass the hours until he could decide what to do next—or more accurately how on earth he could achieve what he'd already decided he had to do.

Downstairs, he went once again into the study, this time to look for something to read. But first, feeling just slightly guilty, he went over to the desk and idly flipped through the stack of mail centered on the blotter. Most of the envelopes were addressed to Mrs. Kendall Mallory, with a few for that ubiquitous Resident or Occupant. But one of them, with a Rivermont University return address, caught his interest. It was addressed to Professor Joanna Graham Mallory.

“Joanna—Joanna Graham—of course, that's the woman in the picture upstairs. I knew she looked so familiar,” Adam whispered to himself.

He and Joanna Graham had been classmates together at Rivermont High, centuries ago, along with Tyler Clark and Leslie Wall. So, he mused, Joanna must have married Kendall Mallory and they had a daughter, Alyssa. Pleased with himself at this bit of deductive detective work, Adam wondered what else he might learn from the desk.

As he looked through various drawers and files, he took care not to mess things up, and to put papers back as he'd found them. He'd found Joanna's paystubs from the University and realized that she too was now a professor there. 

He was impressed at the amount of her salary and impressed at the balances in her various bank accounts. Jo had done well for herself.

He found, sadly, a copy of Kendall Mallory's death certificate. That gave him pause—Professor Mallory had been good to him, a generous and thoughtful employer to a teenaged boy who needed all the work he could get.

There were file after file containing Alyssa's report cards, copies of a child's artwork, and book reports, evidently preserved for posterity by doting parents. Seeing these folders full of parental good intentions gave Adam a hollow, lost feeling in the pit of his stomach and he shoved them back in the drawer more roughly than necessary.

Any mementoes of his childhood had gone up in flames that fateful day 19 years ago. But Adam rather doubted that his mother and stepfather had ever even looked at his school papers, much less saved any of them. He now knew, after years of therapy with Dr. Eisenberg, that his childhood had been a tragedy but none of it had been his fault. He'd been a victim, and was not to blame—at least not for his childhood—for the death of his mother and stepfather, yes, perhaps he was to blame for that, even though he'd never been able to recall even a moment of that life-shattering night.

Several times during the past few months, Dr. Eisenberg had suggested to Adam that they try hypnosis. But at first Adam had refused, too frightened at what they might find out. Somehow, he thought he could not tolerate remembering what he'd done that night—he had feared he would not be able to stand the actual memories of the carnage they said he'd caused.

Eventually, though, he had agreed to hypnosis, and then when that hadn't produced any memories, to using drugs to try to remember that night.

With a shake of his head, Adam dismissed his thoughts and brought his mind back to the Mallory study. Deciding he'd had enough of prying in someone's else's affairs for one day, he walked over to a bookcase in a corner of the study. From the bottom shelf, he took what he thought might be a never-noticed-it-was-missing volume—a thick anthology of English literature—to give him something to read to pass the time until he figured out how he was going to do what he was determined to do. 

In the kitchen he gathered up some food items of which there were an abundance: cereal, crackers, lunch meat, cheese, apples—plus a jug of water.

When he was on his way back to the basement, he thought he heard a car in the driveway. Quickly, he ducked downstairs, just as he heard the two women come in the kitchen door, with the dog barking beside them. Evidently, they'd taken their pet with them, because Adam had seen no sign of it during his extended foray through the house.

Back down in his hiding place, he carefully stowed away the provisions he'd procured. He could hear the murmur of voices above him and listened intently. His listening had an altogether different aspect, now that he knew one of the voices belonged to his old high school classmate, Joanna Graham, and the other to her and Professor Mallory's daughter.

He heard Joanna say, “Lyss, did you bring in the ice cream?”

He couldn't hear the girl's response, but assumed it was negative because he heard a door slam once and then, a few moments later, it slammed again. 

He heard the flushing of a toilet and then the running of water. That must be from the small half-bath off the kitchen, which he'd used twice now on his excursions upstairs. The phone rang, once, twice, then three times. He heard Joanna answer it, then call to Alyssa to turn off the answering machine.

There was a moment of silence, then Adam heard Joanna say, “Brad, sorry about that—Alyssa and I were out running errands this afternoon and we forgot to turn off the answering machine when we got back.”

Adam strained to hear more but Joanna must have moved away from the dumbwaiter entrance because he could no longer make out many of the words.
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JOANNA

Saturday

After she hung up the phone in the kitchen, Joanna stood there for a few moments, regretting what she'd just done.

Brad Oliver had called to invite her to a play at the University that evening. He'd apologized for the last-minute invitation, for not having called sooner, but he'd originally planned to have dinner with his parents that evening but his mother wasn't feeling well so they'd postponed their family get-together. Earlier in the week he'd gotten complimentary tickets from one of his students who had a role in the production but hadn't planned to use them because of his plans for that evening.

Joanna hadn't been able to think of a reason to say no to Brad's invitation, so she'd agreed to go. 

“Why didn't I just say I already had plans?” she moaned to herself. Well, at least Leslie would be happy about this turn of events—Les had been trying to get her together with Brad for months now but until now Joanna had managed to avoid any matchmaking efforts.

“Who was on the phone, Mom?” Alyssa asked as she came into the kitchen.

Joanna hesitated, tempted to avoid Alyssa's question or to not answer honestly. Unfortunately, she'd been a past victim of her daughter's matchmaking tendencies—and she knew that Alyssa would be overjoyed that her mom was going out with Professor Oliver, whom she took every opportunity to declare a hunk.

“Ummm,” Joanna's mind raced, searching for something she could tell Alyssa that wouldn't be an out-and-out lie. Then, slumping her shoulders and shrugging in defeat, she sat down at the long breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the dining alcove. She gestured for Alyssa to join her there.

Alyssa looked quizzically at her mother, wondering why Joanna was making such a big deal about answering a simple question. And why was she blushing, for heaven's sake. Then a light dawned and Alyssa giggled in delight. “It was a man, wasn't it?” she teased.

Joanna blushed an even deeper pink and said in a belligerent tone, “What makes you think it was a man?”

“Ma, you're blushing like crazy so ...”

“Don't call me Ma—please!”

Alyssa sat patiently waiting for her mother to spill the beans.

Joanna bowed her head slightly, folded her hands together in front of her on the breakfast bar, and gave a slight giggle herself.

“Okay, Miss Smarty-Pants. Yes, it was a man—it was Brad Oliver...”

Alyssa interrupted her mother with a whoop of laughter and then gave her a hug. 

“Sorry for the interruption, Mom. Now tell me everything—give me details.”

“Well, Professor Oliver has tickets for tonight's student theatrical production so...”

“Cool, Mom. This is really exciting. You know what a—” Alyssa paused here, knowing only too well from past experience that it offended her mother when she called Brad Oliver a hunk. She continued with, “really nice man Professor Oliver is. The kids in our Psych class think he's the greatest.” 

Alyssa was one of several St. James Academy students taking advanced placement courses at Rivermont University and was enrolled in Brad Oliver's intro to psychology course at the university.

Here Alyssa paused and grinned. “Boy, Aunt Les is going to be happy about this. You should call her right away and let her know.”

Joanna shook her head slowly, saying softly, “It's hopeless. This is some kind of conspiracy. I don't stand a chance—and to think it's my own daughter and one of my best friends that are doing me in.”

Again, Alyssa grinned broadly at her mother, gave her another brief hug, than said,  “Now, let's go upstairs and find something absolutely stunning for you to wear.”

Joanna started to automatically protest, then, knowing it was hopeless, shook her head once again in defeat, and followed Alyssa out of the kitchen.

Two hours later, the bed in Joanna's bedroom was piled with outfits that Alyssa had rejected, for one reason or another. Joanna, finally dressed in a cranberry-colored sweater dress that showed off her curves in a way that still managed to look tasteful, heard the chiming of the doorbell. 

“I'll get it,” came Alyssa's shout from downstairs.

Joanna gathered up her handbag and her long black wool coat. She wasted a few moments searching for gloves and scarf, then decided they might be in the downstairs hall closet.

She went around turning off lights in the bedroom, leaving on only a small bedside lamp.

As Joanna descended the stairs, she heard the murmur of voices coming from the living room. Joanna paused at the closet at the foot of the staircase and quickly looked for a scarf and gloves. All she could find was a long red and white striped muffler belonging to Alyssa, and a pair of  rather worn driving gloves. With a small sigh, she decided these would have to do, even though the muffler clashed with her dress.

Taking a deep breath and throwing back her shoulders, she plastered a smile on her face and strode purposefully into the living room.

Brad and Alyssa were seated on the long sofa in front of the fireplace. Alyssa had started the fire burning brightly there, evidently her daughter's attempt at creating a romantic atmosphere, Joanna suspected.

Brad caught sight of Joanna and stood up and walked towards her. 

“How nice you look,” he said. Joanna smiled and said her thanks, trying not to notice Alyssa's smug, ‘I-told-you-so’ smile. The cranberry dress had been her daughter's choice and Joanna knew that Alyssa  was now congratulating herself on her selection.

Brad reached out a hand for Joanna's coat and helped her into it. With a groan, Alyssa took the red and white muffler from her mother and said, “Mom, you can't wear that ratty old thing. Hold on one second—I have just the thing.” She raced out of the room and Joanna could hear her bounding up the steps.

Weakly, Joanna smiled and said apologetically, “Brad, I'm sorry—there's no way to deal with young people except to go along with them—but I suppose you're as aware of that as I am.”

Brad smiled down at her and said, “You've got that right. At least with my students, I'm in somewhat of a power position, controlling their grades and things, so I have that advantage.”

Alyssa rushed back into the room, carrying a long white silk scarf with fringe at both ends. With a flourish she wrapped it around her mother's neck.

“There! That's perfect.”

Brad and Joanna laughed in unison. Alyssa looked at them in puzzlement but neither adult would explain their laughter.

“Well, time to go, I think,” Brad said, taking Joanna's arm.

“Have a great time, guys,” Alyssa said as she walked with them to the front door.

There's something wrong with this picture, Joanna thought. I should be the one saying that to my daughter as she goes out on a date, not vice versa.

24

ALYSSA

Saturday Evening

Half an hour later, up in her room, Alyssa heard the chiming of the front doorbell. She raced down the stairs—she was expecting her best buddy, Pattie—they were planning to spend the night together. The evening's entertainment would consist of two of their favorite things, watching horror movies and eating junk food.

Alyssa had stocked up on movies and snacks during her shopping foray with her mother that afternoon. Joanna had gently suggested movies that were less gory and food that was less junky, but Alyssa had just as gently ignored her nudges.

“Trust me, Ma—I mean Mom—the slash and gash movies won't harm our psyches and the food won't ruin our health. Besides, this is a once-in-an-eon happening.

Joanna had retreated gracefully, knowing that Lyss and Pattie were, for the most part, level-headed and trustworthy.

Alyssa yanked open the door, prepared to greet her friend with an appropriate wisecrack. To her surprise, a strange woman stood on the front porch. It was still raining fairly hard and the woman was quite wet—she didn't seem to have an umbrella or a raincoat. She was dressed in a wrinkled white suit that reminded Alyssa of someone—an instant later she realized the woman resembled Joan Collins in one of her Dynasty shows.

The woman spoke first. “Is Joanna Mallory here?”

Alyssa waited a moment before answering, hesitant to let this stranger know she was home alone. Finally, she said, “May I tell her who's here to see her?”

Before answering, the woman looked Alyssa up and down, as if surprised that this little slip of a girl would dare to question her. “My name is Victoria Delaney. I spoke with Joanna earlier today.”

“What is it that you want to speak with my mother about?”

“Your mother? You're Joanna's daughter?”

“Yes, I'm her daughter. As I said, what is it you want to talk to my mom about?”

Vicky lifted a hand as if to wave off something annoying her, then said, “May I please come in? It's cold and wet out here and I'm not quite dressed for the weather.”

Alyssa hesitated, unsure about letting a strange woman into the house when she was all alone. Just then Pattie's small red car drew up in the side portico. Alyssa breathed an inner sigh of relief that she wouldn't be alone with this strange woman. With good manners winning out over her innate suspiciousness, Alyssa finally stood back and opened the door to allow the woman to come in.

Pattie bounded up the front porch steps, then halted at the sight of the woman.

Alyssa frantically motioned her friend inside.

“Pattie, this is Victoria Delaney—she's here to see my mother.” 

“But I thought your mother went out this—” Abruptly, Alyssa interrupted Pattie by saying, “Won't you come into the library, Miss Delaney?” Alyssa turned toward the large room off the hallway.
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VICKY

Saturday Evening

Somewhat reluctantly, Vicky followed behind Joanna's daughter and the other girl, wondering what the girl had said started to say about Joanna being out.

The library—what a pretentious name for a room, Vicky thought—was a long rectangular-shaped room, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on three of the four walls. The fourth wall had a red brick fireplace. In the center of the room, were two long dark wood tables with upholstered chairs at each side. There were two seating areas with high-backed chairs and lamps on end tables. It reminded Vicky of something out of one of those English mystery movies—Agatha Christie or something.

“Please have a seat,” Joanna's daughter gestured to one of the seating areas. Vicky chose one of the chairs. The friend sat in the other and Joanna's daughter perched on the arm of her friend's chair.

“Could you please let your—let Joanna know that I'm here,” Vicky requested in as dignified tone as she could manage, considering her somewhat sodden state of dress and her damp, stringy hairdo.

There was a silence, with the two girls looking at one another, then nodding as if in some kind of unspoken agreement. Their complicity really annoyed Vicky and she debated what to do or say next.

Just as she'd decided to make her request to see Joanna more demanding, there was a loud crash from somewhere off in the house.
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ADAM

Saturday Evening

Dammit, Adam swore. He'd been trying to move some things around in the cellar to better camouflage his cubbyhole and he'd knocked over a stack of storm windows precariously piled against one of the stone walls.

Quickly, he ducked back into his hiding place and covered up the signs of his inhabitancy with an old tarpaulin. He then edged his way into the narrow crevice behind the furnace. Hopefully, when the inhabitants of the house came down to investigate, they wouldn't be able to see him wedged behind the furnace.
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NATE

Saturday Evening

It had only taken Nate a few seconds of thought to identify the address the cabby gave Ozzie as that of Joanna Mallory. Moments later, Ozzie and Nate were in Ozzie's patrol car, heading toward the Mallory estate at the edge of Rivermont.
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ALYSSA

Saturday Night

Alyssa started at the loud crash and abruptly stood up from where she'd been perched on the arm of Pattie's chair.

“What on earth was that?” Pattie said.

Alyssa shook her head slowly, back and forth. “I have no idea. It sounded as if it came from the cellar. I guess I'd better go investigate.” 

Pattie reached out a hand to restrain her friend. “No, Lyss—what if—what if there's someone down there,” she hissed in a low, scared-sounding voice.

“Oh, Pattie, who would be down there?” Alyssa tried to put some confidence in her voice but somehow Pattie's fears were echoed there.

Vicky took this opportunity to say, “Perhaps that was Joanna—shall we go see?”

“No, Miss—Miss—I'm sorry I can't remember your name. Anyway, no, it can't be my mother because she's out for the evening.” 

Vicky stood up and demanded, “Why didn't you tell me that when I got here. Why did you waste my time this way?”

Alyssa shrugged her shoulders, then turned to Pattie and said, “What should I do? Do you think I should call the sheriff's office and tell them we think we might have a prowler?”

Pattie thought for a moment the nodded her head decisively and said, “Yeah, I think just to be on the safe side, you should call the sheriff's office.”

“Okay, I will.” As Alyssa headed toward the phone table in the hallway outside the library, the doorbell chimed. Alyssa turned back to Pattie and said, “I guess I'd better answer the door first.”

“I'll come with you, just to be safe,” Pattie declared, and followed behind her friend.

Vicky hesitated a moment, then trailed after the two girls out of the library.
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NATE

Saturday Evening

Nate had rung the doorbell several times and he and Ozzie stood, waiting, on the broad front porch of the Mallory home for someone to come to the door. 

Finally, the door opened a couple of inches and someone looked out through the narrow opening.

“Uncle Nate!” came Alyssa's exclamation. “What are you doing here? Was Mom expecting you?” Not waiting for an answer to her questions, she threw open the door, saying “Come in, come in. Wow, Uncle Nate, am I glad you're here!”

Nate walked through the doorway, followed by a reluctant Ozzie. This was not comfortable turf for the deputy—he was more accustomed to questioning people at the sheriff's office or in seedy, run-down boardinghouses or motels or taverns—not in one of the showplace, showcase homes of suburban Rivermont.

Nate and Ozzie stood with Alyssa in the entrance hall. Just to one side of the hall stood another girl and directly behind her was Victoria Delaney, the woman they'd come to see.

Nate introduced Ozzie, with “Alyssa, this is Ozzie Davenport with the Rivermont Sheriff's Office. We're here to—”

Here, Alyssa interrupted Nate and said to Ozzie, “You're from the sheriff's office? That's wonderful—that's absolutely wonderful. We were just about to call the sheriff's office to come check out a possible prowler.”

“A prowler, ma'am?” Ozzie said, then asked, “What makes you think there's a prowler?”

“A couple of minutes ago, we heard a loud noise, a crashing sound, down in the cellar, and there's no one else in the house,” Alyssa answered.

“Well, if you'll show me the way to the cellar, I'll check it out,” Ozzie said. He followed Alyssa down the hallway, unhooking his flashlight from his belt and unsnapping the holster on his gun for easy access.

Nate followed behind Ozzie, and he was trailed in turn by Pattie and Vicky—it seemed no one wanted to be left behind or left alone.

Alyssa opened the door to the cellar, and flicked on the light switch at the head of the stairs. She stood aside to let Ozzie and Nate go down the steps. After a momentary pause, she started to follow after them, but when Ozzie turned around and saw her descending the steps behind him, he said in a polite voice, “Ma'am, it would be better if you and your friends wait upstairs.”

Alyssa paused and said “Okay.” But when Ozzie and Nate had reached the bottom of the stairs and turned toward the right, she quietly continued her way downstairs, stepping as lightly as she could on the wooden steps. Pattie hesitated, then once again followed behind her friend. With Vicky, there was no hesitation—she followed behind the others immediately—there was no way she was going to stay upstairs alone in this huge and now-frightening house.
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ADAM

Saturday Evening

Adam crouched behind the furnace, hardly daring to breathe. He heard the murmur of voices and then the sound of heavy footsteps coming down the stairs. A few moments later, there came the barely discernible sound of more footsteps, these so faint he wasn't sure if he was really hearing them.

He heard footsteps coming towards him, then saw the beam of a flashlight poking into the darkened corners of the cellar. A man's voice said, “Let's see if there are more overhead lights we can turn on.” A second man's voice murmured an assent, and one after another, two more sets of fluorescent lights flashed on.

Then, the man who'd spoken first said, “I think this might be the noise the young lady heard—it looks like somehow this stack of storm windows fell over. Watch out for the broken glass there, Nate.”

A girl's voice said, “But how could those have fallen over by themselves.”

The first man answered, saying, “Ma'am, I really wish you would have waited upstairs the way I asked. If there had been anyone down here, it could have been dangerous for you.”

The second man intervened, with “Oz, it's okay.” Then the second man continued, with “Well, it looks like everyone's down here, including Miss Delaney or is it Zielinksi, Vicky.”

Shocked at hearing his sister's name, Adam barely kept his balance in his cramped position behind the furnace. He was even more stunned to hear Vicky say, “I prefer to use my professional name of Delaney, if you don't mind, Mr. Harris, I think it is.”

What on earth was Vicky doing here? I don't understand this at all, Adam thought.
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NATE

Saturday Evening

“Well, Alyssa, it looks like an off-balanced stack of storm windows is your only prowler,” Nate said.

“I guess so,” Alyssa responded but doubt was evident in her voice. “I  just don't understand how they could fall over just like that, though.”

“Ummm, ma'am,” Ozzie interposed, “it's possible that you just might have a mouse or two down here that could've done it.”

Alyssa had squeaked at the word mouse and she took a hasty look around the floor, as if thinking one of the dreadful creatures might be lurking nearby.

“Be sure and tell you mom to have the handyman clean up that glass,” Nate said to Alyssa.

“Now, Miss Zielinski or Delaney,” Ozzie began. “We came by here tonight looking for you to ask you some questions about your brother, Adam Zielinski.”

“I don't know anything about my brother,” Vicky said quickly. “I haven't seen him or talked to him for nineteen years.”

“We just need to find out a few things, ma'am,” Ozzie said. “I can either take you back to your hotel or you can come to the sheriff's office with me, whichever you prefer.”

“I'd prefer not answering any questions, officer. I told you I don't know anything.”

“Why don't you let me be the judge of that?” Ozzie said. “Now if you'll just come with me, Nate and I will drive you back to the Pierpont. We can talk on the way and then maybe I won't have to take you into the sheriff's office to ask my questions.”
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TYLER

Saturday Night

Ty didn't mind spending Saturday evening home alone—in fact, she rather relished the idea of a stretch of leisure time to herself, with no obligations or requirements. 

After her lunch with Nate, she'd returned home and changed into her favorite pair of sweats. Despite the drizzle outside, she'd gone for a brisk walk along the gravel-covered country roads winding around her cottage in the woods.

At six, she turned on the local news on the small TV she kept on the counter in the kitchen. She watched the beginning of the newscast with half a mind as she put together a pizza.

She layered item after item on top of the sauce-covered dough: mushrooms, Italian sausage, slices of pepperoni, a few black olives, and some diced onion—all liberally covered with shredded Mozzarella cheese and topped off with a sprinkling of grated Parmesan.

Just as she was sliding the pizza into the oven, a name in one of the news spots caught her ear.

“The Rivermont Sheriff's office has released information linking a missing inmate of the Plankton State Hospital for the Criminally Insane with the death of a trucker three days ago. The fingerprints of Adam Zielinski were found in the cab of the dead man's rig.”

The newscaster went on to detail the fire at Plankton and Adam's subsequent disappearance. He re-capped the deaths nineteen years ago of Adam's mother and stepfather, of which Adam was accused, and which led to his incarceration at Plankton.

Ty poured herself a diet Pepsi, and perched on the edge of the kitchen table, engrossed in the newscast. When the part about Adam was over, she muted the sound on the TV and paced around the kitchen.

She'd never for a moment believed that Adam had killed anyone, deliberately or accidentally. But she'd never been allowed the chance to tell him that. Her foster parents had forbidden her to make any contact with Adam, once he was arrested. Then, months later, her life had changed drastically and she'd been too intent on simply surviving emotionally to try to see or talk with Adam. When the time had finally come that she felt able to contact Adam, she'd been told that he was in what the doctors were calling a catatonic state. He was unable to talk and seemed completely unaware of his surroundings.

The timer bell on the oven clanged loudly, interrupting her thoughts. For the next few minutes, she was involved in cutting the pizza into wedges, putting several of them on a plate, and taking the plate and her glass of soda into the room that served her as a combination living room/family room/dining room. She placed her dinner on the round maple table, turned on the television set in that room, and sat down to eat.

She tried to concentrate on the newscast and the weather forecast but her mind kept wandering back to the events of nineteen years ago.

Within weeks of the Zielinski tragedy, Tyler knew that another tragedy was unfolding. She was pregnant. 

She and Adam had only made love once, on that night before the deaths of his mother and stepfather. But, as the saying goes, once was enough.

When she first suspected she might be pregnant, she'd gone to Doc Graham to find out for sure. He'd been kind and gentle to this friend of his daughter Joanna and had reassured her that no one would learn about her pregnancy from him. He'd offered her whatever help and assistance he could provide but Ty had refused to lean on him.

All during that summer, she kept her secret to herself. At times she was almost overwhelmed with the need to talk with someone and several times she found herself on the verge of confiding in Joanna or Leslie. But her best friends were caught up in preparations for going away to college in the fall and somehow Ty couldn't bring herself to inject a note of cruel reality into what now seemed to her a dream world.

In August, the time finally came when she had to tell her foster parents of her condition. Despite knowing how dreadfully they would react at what they would consider her depravity and sinfulness, she couldn't think of any other way out of her predicament. She didn't want to terminate the pregnancy, no matter what. There was no way she could condone the murder of her child.

George and Bertha Clark had taken over Tyler's guardianship when she was ten years old—the year her mother died. Ty's father had disappeared shortly after her birth, never to be heard from again. Her foster parents were distant cousins of her mother and had assumed her rearing with a grim sense of responsibility. They were childless and in their early fifties when Ty came to live with them.

 These stern, unsmiling pillars of the community, obsessed with their church and its activities, had no understanding nor eventually, forgiveness, in their hearts for this child thrust upon them and her wayward destiny.  

At the time she went to live with the Clarks, the little girl's name was Nancy Tyler. The Clarks had insisted on her using their name as her last name and had legal documents drawn up so that officially she became Nancy Clark. But in a rare act of rebellion, she defiantly insisted on using the name Tyler Clark, at least with her friends at school.

Cold, unforgiving, strict, unbending, rigid, ungenerous, unloving—Ty had once started a list of words describing the Clarks but had stopped when tears had blurred her vision and blotted the scrap of paper on which she'd scribbled the adjectives.

Following the discovery of her pregnancy and after much sturm and drang, the Clarks had shipped Tyler off to Kansas—to the family of the pastor of a sister church. For the next five and a half months, Tyler had served as an unpaid maid, cook, and babysitter to the pastor's family. She'd stayed close to the house for all that time, not wanting to venture out into the small community and risk the disapproval and judgment of the church congregation.

It had been a long, lonely time. There was no one for Tyler to talk to, nothing but work for her to do. When it came time for the baby to be born, Tyler went to a nearby home for unwed mothers run by the church. Tyler knew she would give the baby up for adoption and had entrusted the arrangements to the home.

When the baby was born, Tyler had been under anesthetic and knew nothing of the birth. The home, operating under orders from her foster parents and the pastor of the local church, had refused to let her see her baby or even to tell her its sex.

She'd gone back to Rivermont, to her foster parents' home, but only long enough to pack up her clothes and a few personal belongings. During her time away, she'd made up her mind to take charge of her life. She would get a job until the following fall and then, if it was still available, she would make use of her scholarship to the state university.

Eventually, she'd gotten in touch with her friends and had told them only a small portion of the truth—that Adam's tragedy had sent her off the deep end and that she'd gone away to stay with friends of her foster parents. Les and Jo had welcomed her back into their lives with open arms and no words of reproach at her temporary abandonment.

Ty, with Nate's support and years of therapy sessions and her continuing 12-step group experience, had eventually come to realize that her later problems with alcohol had had their roots in her childhood and in the tragedy of Adam and their baby. The subsequent loss of her husband Tom and her miscarriage had seemed to trigger in her an unquenchable thirst and a supreme maladjustment to her life.

With Nate standing by her side, Ty had eventuallky come to terms with herself and had picked up the pieces of her shattered life. Her feelings for Nate were all twisted up with gratitude and friendship and a blossoming love. She knew that she only had to say she was ready and Nate would declare his so far unspoken love and ask her to spend the rest of her life with him. But she'd been so scared of feeling love again after losing Adam and after Tom's death that until now she'd carefully and self-protectively held herself away from Nate and his love for her.

Now, on this rainy Saturday evening, Ty wondered if indeed she was ready for some commitment to Nate. 

She pushed away the plate holding the remnants of pizza crusts. The newscast had ended and now Wheel of Fortune was blaring away. With the remote, she muted the TV and sat for a few minutes watching the flashing images on the silent television set.

Perhaps, she thought, the time had come to reach out to Nate and let things take their natural course. 

Putting her thoughts into action, Ty decided she would call Nate. First though, she went back into the kitchen, taking her dinner plate with her. Once she'd rinsed off her dishes and stored the leftover pizza in the refrigerator, she found she was afraid to pick up the phone and dial Nate's number. 

When she did finally muster enough courage to punch in the digits, she was greeted with the mechanical clatter of his answering machine. She hung up without leaving a message.

PART II

33

NATE

Sunday Morning

Even though it was Sunday, Nate went into the office to get started on the Adam Zielinksi article. On his way, he stopped at the doughnut shop for coffee and tiger tails—he made sure to bring enough to share with the guys who had city room duty.

Settled in his cubicle, coffee and doughnut at hand, he pulled out his notes from last night's episode with Vicky Delaney.

He knew Ozzie had been somewhat uncomfortable with his presence, at this over-stretching of the rules. But Nate had tried to be as unintrusive as he could. He'd taken notes, but as unobtrusively as possible.

Ozzie, with Nate riding along, had driven Vicky back to the Pierpont Hotel. She'd been nervous and edgy and had chainsmoked all during the ride to the hotel. She'd ridden in the back seat of Ozzie's squad car and the cigarette smoke had drifted up around Nate in the front passenger seat. Nate had quit smoking a few years ago and the smoke brought back memories of all those cigarettes he'd once romanced.

Ozzie parked the marked car in the fire lane no parking area in front of the hotel, and the two men had accompanied her up to her room. There was only one chair in the room, a straight-backed wooden chair shoved crookedly under a battered desk. Ozzie pulled the chair out, turned it around and sat himself down on it backwards. Nate perched himself on the edge of the desk, deliberately positioning himself behind Ozzie in hopes that Vicky wouldn't be so aware of his rather inappropriate presence.. 

Vicky sat down on the edge of the bed, stayed there for a moment, then stood up and started pacing back and forth in the small room. For a moment, no one spoke, then Vicky said into the silence, irritation evident in her voice, “So what are these other questions you have to ask me?”

Ozzie proceeded to pull out a small black notebook from his back pocket and made a production out of opening it up and finding a blank page. While he was doing this, Nate too pulled out a small notebook, but in a much less obvious way.

Ozzie cleared his throat, then asked, “First, ma'am, could you please tell me why you've come to Rivermont at this particular time?”

Vicky stopped her pacing and stood still in the middle of the room. “I thought this might be where my brother was heading.” The words were spoken in a flat tone of voice. She'd paused, then continued, “You see, several days ago, the authorities at the hospital, Plankton State Hospital that is, called me. They were notifying me, as next of kin, that Adam was missing in the fire and they didn't know if he was alive or not. Then they called me again to tell me that he wasn't among the victims or the survivors and they were assuming he'd escaped.” When she finished speaking, she walked over and sat down on the edge of the bed once more.

“What made you think your brother might come back to Rivermont?” Ozzie asked.

“Well, this is the only place he's ever lived, except for the hospital, of course. He was only 18 when—when it happened and he'd never been anywhere but Rivermont. I guess I just assumed this would be the only place he'd know to come.” 

“When was the last time you saw your brother, Miss Zielinski?” Ozzie asked.

Vicky paused for a moment, as if having difficulty formulating an answer. Finally, she spoke, head down, not looking at Oz, hands clasped tightly together in her lap. “Well, you see, it was this way. For years and years, Adam was in some kind of state—I think it was called a catatonic state—where he couldn't talk or anything so there was really no point in me going to see him—he wouldn't have even known I was there. Then when the hospital informed me that his condition was improving, I had just started a new role in a television show and I couldn't get away.”

“But you didn't answer my question,” Ozzie interrupted. “Exactly when was the last time you saw your brother?”

Vicky hesitated, then said, “It was the morning of the day he—the morning of the day that my mother and stepfather died. The last time I saw Adam was that morning. You see, I left town that day—ran away, I guess you could say. Just like a lot of smalltown girls everywhere, I wanted to go to Hollywood and be a movie star.”

“And did you? Go to Hollywood, that is,” Ozzie asked, as if it was obvious that she hadn't become a movie star.

“Well, I was there for awhile,” Vicky answered in a low voice.  “But now I live in Chicago.”

“Do you have any idea where in Rivermont your brother might go?” Ozzie said.

“No, not really, Officer—I'm sorry—I can't remember your name.”

Ozzie flushed a little as he said, “It's Davenport—Ozzie Davenport—Deputy Sheriff Davenport, actually. Now, what were you saying about where your brother might go to in Rivermont?”

“I was saying that I don't know where he might go. Our house—the house where we lived—burned down that night, the night they died.” Vicky took a deep breath, then said, “Or at least, that's what I read in the newspaper.”

“Yes, at the time, the sheriff's office assumed that your brother set the house on fire, trying to cover up the murders.” Ozzie said in a noncommittal tone.

“I can't think of any other place Adam might go,” Vicky said slowly. “Except maybe—well, he might try to get in touch with some of his friends from high school, like Tyler Clark, or Joanna Graham—Joanna Mallory that is, or Leslie Wall. I thought that might be what he'd do and so I called them but I don't think any of them have heard from him.”

“What good did you think your coming to Rivermont would do?” Ozzie asked, his tone implying that he didn't think it would do any good.

“Well, after all, deputy, he is my brother—I thought maybe there might be something I could do.”

Ozzie seemed to be unable to resist saying, “After nineteen years?”

This time it was Vicky's turn to flush. She stood up and said in a firm tone, “If you'll excuse me, officer, I'm rather tired—if you're finished with your questions?”

Ozzie and Nate had left then, with Ozzie giving Vicky his card and requesting that she call him if she thought of anything else or if she heard from Adam. 

On the way down to the car, Ozzie had said, “What do you think?”

“I'm not sure what I think,” Nate replied. “I heard most of that earlier today and it didn't really ring true either time. I don't think Vicky Delaney is telling us her real reason for coming to Rivermont—I think she's hiding something.”

Ozzie had murmured his agreement.

They parted company in front of the hotel, Ozzie getting into the squad car and Nate continuing up the street to get his car out of the Times parking garage.

Now, late on Sunday morning, sitting in front of his terminal at the Times office, Nate struggled with the article on Adam. He was having difficulty deciding what approach to take. 

His unsettled feelings about Adam Zielinski didn't make the task any easier. He knew it didn't make any sense, but he felt sorry for Adam—out there alone in a world that must have changed drastically since he last saw it. Alone, probably penniless, what would he do? Where would he go? 

Nate was surprised to realize that he had taken quite a dislike to Vicky Zielnksi Delaney, and he wondered if his aversion to her played a part in his feelings of sympathy for her brother.

He started typing, the computer keys clicking rapidly. Across the screen, the words scrolled past Nate's eyes as he created something out of nothing at all, his favorite thing about his job.

Later, when he finally looked up from the computer, he was surprised to see that several hours had passed and it was already past two o'clock. He yawned, stretched, and stood up.

He printed out a draft of the article, glancing over each page as it emerged from the printer. It still needed work. Despite his attempt to take an objective approach, the fact that Nate's sympathies were with the fugitive had shown through. He decided he'd have to present it as an opinion piece rather than as a straight news article.

While he was writing the article, he'd decided to go talk to Vicky Delaney again—this time alone, no Ozzie and no Tyler. He wasn't quite sure what he thought that would accomplish but he had a hunch he might be able to get something out of her that the other two had failed to learn.

On the off chance that he might somehow get delayed, he called Tyler and left a message on her machine saying something had come up and they'd have to take separate cars to the dinner that evening at Joanna's.

He decided not to call Vicky ahead of time, to take a chance that she was in her room. Besides, if he called, that gave her the chance to refuse to see him, which he thought she just might do.

Even though it was raining, as usual, he walked the block or so from the Times office to the Pierpont Hotel. He'd brought an umbrella with him that morning but had left it in the car, so by the time he reached the front of the hotel, despite his rapid pace and the short distance, he was fairly wet.

The lobby was deserted and he rode the rickety elevator up to the fourth floor without seeing a soul. Evidently the Pierpont was not doing a capacity business.

At Room 436, he tapped lightly on the scarred wooden door. When there was no answer, he knocked again, this time more loudly.

A few moments later, the door opened a crack. Through the slit, Nate could see a shadowy form. A low voice said, “Who is it?”

“It's Nate Harris—I met you yesterday with Tyler Clark and then last night with Deputy Davenport. I wondered if I might talk with you for a moment.”

“What do you want to talk to me about?” she asked, still not opening the door any farther.

“May I please come in?” Nate asked, then added, “I feel stupid talking to you through an almost closed door.”

For a moment, there was no response. Then the door slowly swung inward, and Nate quickly stepped inside in case Vicky changed her mind about letting him in.

The room was dim, lit only by the light in the bathroom. Vicky stood by the still open door, as if debating whether to shut it or leave it ajar. She had a faded, flowered bedspread wrapped around her body, sarong-like. Nate assumed she'd been asleep when he knocked. He wondered what she had on underneath the bedspread but quickly dismissed his speculations.

Finally, Vicky shut the door and turned to face Nate. She looked older and more worn today, he thought, although perhaps it was just her disheveled hair and lack of make-up that made her look so tired and beaten down.

She moved over to the rumpled bed, trailing the bedspread behind her. She sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled the spread tighter around her. From the nightstand next to the bed, she took a cigarette from a flattened, almost-empty pack, lit it, and took a long drag, then another.

Nate stood there in silence, wating for her to say something or to tell him to have a seat.

But Vicky seemed to have decided she'd let him be the first one to speak. She sat there smoking and waiting.

Nate finally walked over to the straight wooden chair and pulled it up closer to the bed.

“I guess you know I'm a writer with the Rivermont Times,” Nate began, fudging with his actual title of editor for simplicity's sake.

Vicky nodded but still said nothing.

“I'm working on an article about your brother—about his disappearance after the fire at Plankton and about what happened nineteen years ago. I thought you might be able to give me some insight into your brother—after all, you are his twin sister and probably know him, well knew him, I guess, better than anyone else.”

Vicky ground out the cigarette, still not saying anything.

“Anyway,” Nate continued, “I wondered if you'd be willing for me to interview you about your brother. We could go somewhere else, if you'd feel more comfortable. To a restaurant and have a bite to eat, maybe?”

The mention of food finally seemed to grab Vicky's attention and interest. Abruptly, she stood up and said, “Okay, I guess I could use something to eat. Why don't you wait for me in the lobby while I get dressed?”

Nate said, “Sure, I'll see you down there,” then left the room. But as he walked toward the stairs, he turned back—he decided to wait in the hallway outside her room, in case Vicky changed her mind about talking to him and decided to evade him by leaving by the back way.

It was almost half an hour before Vicky finally emerged from Room 436. Once again, she had on the rumpled white suit and Nate realized that it must be the only outfit she had with her. Somehow that struck him as rather sad and pathetic, and so he greeted her with a wide smile and offered her his arm. Vicky seemed surprised at this gesture of gallantry but took his arm as they headed toward the elevator.

34

JOANNA

Sunday Afternoon

The caterers had just arrived and Joanna was showing them the layout of the kitchen and dining room.

A month or two ago, in a moment of expansiveness, she'd volunteered to host the meeting for Leslie's Relationship Center board meeting. Then she'd decided to go all out and have a catered dinner, served buffet-style from the sideboard and the table in the dining room. There would be about fifteen people here tonight and they could easily fit comfortably at the small tables set up in the Mallory living room.

Joanna was looking forward to seeing Ty and Les in particular—the three of them led such busy lives that there wasn't a lot of time for socializing. Kit would also be there, along with Joanna's father, Enos Graham, known to one and all as Doc Graham. 

Alyssa came bounding down the stairs, asking if there was anything she could do to help.

“No, thanks, sweetie, everything is under control. The caterers are setting things up and then I can handle the rest by myself.”

“Would you like for me to stay home this evening? It's no big deal—I was just spending the night at Pattie's so we could work on our research papers together on our school holiday tomorrow. I'd much rather stay around and munch and talk and stuff.”

“Thanks for the offer,” Joanna grinned and added, “I think. But you'd probably be bored out of your gourd—it's really a business meeting for the board of Aunt Les' Relationship Center...”

Alyssa interrupted with “Is Professor Oliver going to be here?”

Joanna murmured an affirmative answer, then colored faintly, knowing what was coming next.

“Ma, you know what a great time you had with him last night! Couldn't we promote a little romance there?”

“Alyssa, just leave it alone.” Joanna turned on her heel and headed back into the kitchen. She didn't want to reveal to her daughter the extent of her blush and have Alyssa realize that Joanna, too, thought Brad Oliver was quite a hunk. She'd never admit it to Lyss, but she'd had more than a good time with Brad the night before—she'd had an absolutely great, wonderful, fabulous time.

Alyssa trailed behind her mother, planning to keep at her about Professor Oliver and also hoping to snag some of the goodies the caterers were setting up.

Joanna noticed Alyssa had followed her and sent her into the laundry room to put a load of clothes in the washer, hoping that would distract her from any more romantic nonsense.

Alyssa came back into the kitchen and snatched a sandwich from the tray the that one of the caterers was putting into the refrigerator. Joanna kept her mouth shut, not wanting to go round and round with Alyssa again. Besides, she understood the matchmaking thing herself—in fact, just a few months ago she'd been indulging in a little romantic matchmaking nonsense herself, where her good friend Leslie Wall was concerned.

Late last year, Joanna had decided it was high time that Les quit concentrating exclusively on other people's relationships and had one of her own. To that end, Joanna had fixed on Elliott Page as a perfect match for Leslie.

Elliott was Joanna's cousin and had served as sheriff of Rivermont for the past several years, moving back from Chicago and taking over when his father retired as sheriff. Joanna's plans for a romantic link with Les and Elliott had materialized beautifully—she'd introduced them several months ago, at the Mallory Christmas tree-trimming party, and things had taken off from there. Les and Elliott were coming to the board dinner together and Joanna was looking forward to seeing how their romance was progressing.

Then there was Ty. Fortunately, there was the glimmer of something between Ty and Nate—at least on Nate's part and Joanna was confident that he could pull it off if anyone could.

The caterers finally left, leaving her with detailed instructions about how and when to warm up and/or set out the food. 

Time now for a long hot bath and a few moments of relaxation before everyone arrived, Joanna promised herself.
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TYLER

Sunday

Ty listened to the phone message from Nate asking her if she could drive herself to Joanna's or get a ride from someone. When the message was finished, she gave a groan of disappointment, then rewound the tape. She wasn't looking forward to a solo trip on the highways and byways to Joanna's house in this wretched never-ending rain. Thank God, it wasn't winter—with all this precipitation, they would've been up to their necks in snow.

She'd been in the shower when Nate phoned, missing his call. She wondered if she should try to reach him. But when she called his partment, she got his machine. When she tried the Times, the woman who answered the phone said he'd left a while ago and hadn't said anything about coming back. 

Feeling at loose ends and out of sorts, Ty debated whether to put in some time at the computer or whether she should finish getting ready for the evening's festivities. The computer won, hands-down.

One of Ty's ongoing projects was a true crime book she was writing, based on interesting (and mostly unsolved) crimes that had taken place in Rivermont and its nearby environs. She was deliberately limiting her selections to the past 15 years, in order to eliminate the necessity for using the Zielinski tragedy. She was too close to that one to give it the objective treatment she could afford the other instances.

When she finally looked away from the words dancing across the color computer monitor, she was dismayed to see that it was almost six o'clock. She was going to be late to the dinner, seriously late. Hastily, she saved the work she'd just done on the hard disk, and then as a backup, onto a floppy disk. 

She called Joanna to explain that she'd be late and that she and Nate were coming separately.

“Just hurry your buns over here, young lady,” Joanna said in a mock critical tone.

“Yes, ma'am,” Ty answered. 

She hung up the phone and started into a rapid overdrive getting-ready effort. She tidied up her hair and make-up, then threw on a clean sweater and slacks, topping them off with one of the long blazers she customarily wore. Instead of her yellow rainslicker outfit, she wore a khaki trenchcoat with a matching rain hat. She couldn't find her umbrella and wondered where on earth she'd left it this time.

There was no traffic most of the way to Joanna's—everyone else was smart enough to stay in on this wet and dreary night, she told herself. Despite the weather and despite the inconvenience of having to drive herself, Ty was looking forward to the evening. She enjoyed spending time with her friends and she was starting to enjoy being a member of the Board of Leslie's Relationship Center. 

Her appointment to the Board had come about through a free-lance article she'd written about the Center for the local city magazine. Ty had been fascinated with the concept of the Relationship Center and with Les and Brad's implementation of that concept. 

However, the one thing Tyler had refused to do, both when writing the article and then as a Board member, was to sign up as a client of the Center. “That's definitely not for me,” she'd protested to Les. “I neither want nor need a relationship. I've had enough bad experiences with relationships to last me a lifetime.

To her surprise, Les hadn't argued with her and hadn't tried to change her mind. All Les had said was, “Well, of course, you have Nate,” and had refused to listen when Ty had protested that they were only friends.

Shortly after her appointment to the Board, Tyler had decided to offer her writing and editing skills to the Center on a volunteer basis. At one of her first board meetings, she asked for a few minutes to present an idea she'd been kicking around.

“I would like to experiment with a monthly newsletter for the Relationship Center, that we would send to all members and prospective members. I think it would be an effective way of keeping people up-to-date on the activities of the Center.”

Ty had gone on to explain that it would be relatively easy for her to do the newsletter on her computer system at home, in her spare time. She had some ideas for special features that would be helpful to members and would keep them involved in the Center.

Ty had ended her presentation and turned the meeting back over to Les, who was chairing the meeting that night. 

The Board had thought it was a great idea and they couldn't wait for Ty to implement it. But they had insisted, unanimously, that she be paid a stipend for her work. Ty had tried to refuse but finally acquiesced, pleased that her proposal had been met with such universal acceptance and approval. 

She'd had a lot of fun doing the newsletter, and was now on her sixth issue. She tried to keep the content light and entertaining and had instituted several features that had proven enormously successful with readers. One of those was “Spotlight”—a monthly column that focused in on two members of the Center, one male and one female. Ty included photos with the column and did an overview of each person—their career, their hobbies and interests, their likes and dislikes, their outlook on life, and any other topic that struck her fancy.

To make her newsletter project easier, Brad Oliver had arranged for Ty to be able to access the Relationship Center's on-line database from her home computer. So whenever she needed to, Ty could scroll through members' records for particularly interesting individuals to “Spotlight”..

Because she possessed the all-encompassing curiosity of a writer, Ty sometimes regretted her easy access to people's secrets—although she couldn't imagine that any members would have included anything remotely scandalous or confidential.

Now, as she was driving to Joanna's for the Board meeting, she was concerned about having to bring up to the Board something she'd discovered. During one of her recent forays through the Relationship Center database files, she'd found the record of someone whom she'd interviewed several years ago, for an article she wrote for Nate at the Times. At that time, the woman had just been widowed by a freak electrical accident. Ty's article, in addition to detailing the woman's tragic experience, had contained warnings about the dangers of electrical repairs being done by inexperienced hobbyists.

Ty hadn't liked the woman, but liking one's interviewees was neither a requirement nor a perk of the reporting function. She'd been glad when the article was finished and she could forget about the woman forever, or so she'd thought.

The woman had surfaced again about a year ago. According to a brief article Ty had read in the Times, the woman had once more, been widowed, this time in another bizarre home accident that had claimed her husband's life but had left her untouched. 

When Ty read the article, she'd called Nate right away and expressed her suspicions to him.

“Nate, I know you'll say I'm crazy but I think this woman is some kind of serial killer or Black Widow type—” Ty had insisted. She'd added, “Or what's that other term and can it be used in referring to a woman killing her husbands—ah, yes, Bluebeard.”

Nate had indeed thought she had a screw loose and told her so, adding that she should give it up.

“You're trying to make this woman into a candidate for one of the chapters of your true crime book. Drop it, Ty—there's nothing there.” 

But Ty hadn't dropped it. Upon checking the public records and the newspaper morgue, she discovered that this was the woman's third marriage and that her first husband had died also accidentally, just as numbers two and number three had, although none of the three had died in the same kind of accident. Something had rung false to Ty about a still-young woman losing three husbands to freak accidents engineered by the Grim Reaper. 

The woman's third husband had been a wealthy man, and according to a follow-up newspaper article had left his wealth to his widow. Tyler, suspicious by profession and by nature, had decided to do some further investigation into the backgrounds of the first two husbands. 

Ty had finally dropped it due to lack of time, although she'd kept all her notes and the copies of documents. And now she was glad she had. Ty had been shocked when the woman's name had popped up this morning during one of her excursions through the Relationship Center database.

Ty had been tempted to call Leslie about it, but then decided perhaps tonight's Board meeting would be a more appropriate forum to present her problem. She wanted to make sure that the woman was expunged once and forever from the database and the membership roster of the Relationship Center.

But she also had a deeper hidden, ulterior motive—Nate had been right in guessing her ulterior motive—Ty certainly did want to include the woman in her true crime series but to do so, she'd have to have a lot more information. 
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NATE

Sunday

Once they were seated in a back booth at Maggie's, Nate took a long speculative look at Victoria Delaney. From the first moment he'd met her yesterday at noon, in this same place, he'd had the feeling that something didn't quite add up with her.

Vicky, her face buried in the menu, was unaware of Nate's scrutiny. She looked up, saw him staring at her, and blushed faintly, obviously thinking he was putting a move on her.

He cleared his throat nervously and gestured for the waitress at the same time.

The heavyset waitress plodded over, a phony smile plastered on her face. “What can I get you folks?” she asked in a voice dripping with fake cordiality. 

After they'd ordered—steak and fries for Vicky and a bowl of vegetable barley soup for Nate—they both seemed at a loss for words.

Nate suspected that Vicky had some answers he wanted but he didn't know the right questions to ask.

For her part, Vicky was just glad of a free meal and some company. For the past several years, since hooking up with Tony Bannister, she hadn't been accustomed to spending much time alone and it was beginning to give her the creeps. It seemed like when she was by herself, all the old ghosts and goblins from out of her past kept coming back to haunt and harass her.

The waitress brought iced tea for Nate and a Scotch and soda for Vicky.

He lifted his glass of iced tea in a mock toast, saying “Cheers!”

Vicky nodded, then took a long, uninterrupted swallow of her drink, as though she needed it.

Nate decided to plunge right in—after all, he had nothing to lose. “Tell me why you really came to Rivermont, Vicky—what is it you actually want.”

Vicky set her glass down with a thud on the scarred table and looked suspiciously at Nate. “I told that deputy why I'm here—to do whatever I can for my poor brother.” She lowered her eyes as she spoke.

“Cut it out, Vicky,” Nate said but not in a harsh tone of voice. “We both know you don't really care all that much about your ‘poor brother’ as you call him.”

For a moment neither of them spoke, then all of a sudden, Nate hissed, “Holy Cow! That's it—it has to be.”

Bewildered by his outburst, Vicky demanded “What on earth are you talking about?”

But for the moment, Nate ignored her, lost in his thoughts. He'd come up with one valid explanation for Vicky's appearance in Rivermont but he didn't want her to guess what was going through his mind.
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DR. RACHEL EISENBERG

Sunday

The drive to Rivermont took a little under two hours, less time than Rachel had anticipated, despite the pouring rain. The windshield wipers on her blue Ford sedan had certainly gotten a work-out, she thought. 

As she neared Rivermont, she'd tuned into its classical music radio station. Periodically, the station's weather forecaster would interrupt the broadcast with flash flood warnings for the Sage River and for the creeks and streams in the area surrounding Rivermont.

The decision to come to Rivermont had been a spur of the moment one. She had a feeling that Adam had headed there and she felt a need to be on hand to help, once he was found.

She called the Plankton administrator at home and requested a couple of days off, without telling him where she was going or why—he most definitely would not have approved and might have even forbidden her to go to Rivermont.

When she reached the outskirts of Rivermont, she stopped at one of the ubiquitous combination gas station and convenience stores that lined the interstates. She filled up the gas tank and went in to pay and to get a cup of coffee and some directions to the sheriff's office.

The sheriff's office was located in the center of town, on Main Street, appropriately enough. The streets were deserted on this Sunday afternoon and Rachel was able to find a parking place right by the municipal building. According to the sign in front of the building, in addition to the sheriff's office, it housed the mayor's office and various other city bureaus.

Inside the sheriff's office, Rachel asked the dispatcher at the front desk if the sheriff was in.

“No, ma'am, Sheriff Page ain't—isn't here right now. Would you like to talk with one of the deputies?”

Rachel considered for a moment, then said, “Yes, that would be fine.”

A few minutes later she was seated in a small office, beside a desk where a middle-aged deputy sat. The nameplate on the desk proclaimed him to be Ozzie Davenport.

Rachel proceeded to introduce herself and explain who she was and why she'd come to Rivermont. As she talked, she realized that her actions could be considered more than a little precipitous and perhaps out of line.

But she'd grown to care about Adam and his well-being and she feared now for his safety. He was no doubt being hunted down like a wild and dangerous animal and she wanted to do whatever she could to help him out.

The deputy had taken notes, his pen moving swiftly across the yellow legal pad.

When Rachel paused, thinking she'd said all she had to say, the deputy stood up and said, “If you'll excuse me for a moment, ma'am...” and then left the office.

Rachel sat there impatiently in the tiny confined space, wondering where the deputy had gone and why. She'd stood up, having just about decided to leave, when the door opened and the deputy came back in. He seemed surprised to see her standing instead of sitting.

“Ummm, ma'am, I called the sheriff and he's on his way in. He'd very much like it if you'd stay to talk with him,” the deputy said, in a persuasive tone.
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ELLIOTT

Sunday

Elliott waited impatiently while Les' phone rang—one ring, two, three—finally on the fourth ring, he heard a breathless “Hello?”

“Hello yourself,” he responded. “Where were you? You sound all out of breath.”

“On the exercise bike,” came the somewhat breathless answer. 

“Health freak—exercise nut—disgusting!” Elliott teased.

He heard her take a couple of deep breaths before she retaliated.

“I'm just trying to keep up with you, Page, you wonderful specimen. Now, what are calling for—you're supposed to be picking me up in an hour,” Les said.

“Yeah, kid, that's what I'm calling about. Something's come up and I have to stop by the office. I was wondering if you would mind driving yourself to Jo's house. I'm really sorry...” he let his voice trail off.

Les managed to mask the disappointment she felt and said in a determinedly cheery voice, “No problem, Page. I'll just meet you there.” She paused, then added, “Uh, that is, you are still coming?”

“Sure, I wouldn't miss it for anything. I just have this one little thing to take care of at the office.” Elliott was glad Les couldn't see his frown, which belied his confident words. 

He looked at himself in the mirror that hung over the telephone table in the front hall of his apartment. Instead of his usual sheriff's office khaki shirt and slacks, he had on a khaki blazer worn over a white shirt and jeans—the jacket was used to cover up the holstered gun he always wore. He had on boots, authentically well-worn boots, and his broad-brimmed sheriff's hat. His one concession to the formality of tonight's dinner and meeting was a black string tie.

The small remaining Chicago part of him thought of his style of dressing as a costume or a disguise. He'd deliberately  adopted what he construed as a small town sheriff's wardrobe—he wanted to get as far away as he could from the big city style of life, and that included completely different clothes

Fifteen minutes later, Elliott was in his office where Dr. Rachel Eisenberg was sitting, somewhat impatiently waiting for him.

“Thank you, for waiting for me, Dr. Eisenberg,” Elliott said cordially. “My deputy tells me you strongly think Adam Zielinski has come to Rivermont and you wanted to be here to—what?—help him?”

“Yes, Sheriff Page, I wanted to be here to help Adam. This is the only place he's ever lived, other than Plankton of course, and it just seemed to me that he'd end up here. I'm very concerned about him. He's made enormous progress this past year but he's certainly in no condition to be out in the world on his own.”

Elliott was puzzled at the intensity of Dr. Eisenberg's concern for her patient—and it seemed to him that this trip was certainly above and beyond any clinical duty a physician owes to a patient—although perhaps it was different in the case of a psychiatrist.

“What exactly is it you want from the Sheriff's office?” he asked her.

She paused, as though trying to phrase her answer in the precisely the right words.

“I plan on staying in town for a couple of days and I would appreciate it if you could notify me if there's any word of Adam. I thought I'd meet some of the people who knew Adam years ago. Also, a reporter from the Rivermont newspaper—I think his name is Nate Harris—called me at Plankton and I thought I'd look him up and see if he has any information on Adam or his sister,” Rachel said.

Elliott considered for a moment, then decided to trust this woman. Besides, mutual cooperation could be beneficial on all sides. He stood up and held out his hand to Dr. Eisenberg. “If you'll let us know where you'll be staying, doctor, we'll notify you if we learn anyting about your patient.” After a brief pause, he added, “I think you could probably be helpful to him and to us, in the event that he turns up here.”
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JOANNA

Sunday

Joanna paused for a moment in the archway separating the long dining room from the butler's pantry that adjoined the kitchen. The Board members and guests were circulating around the buffet set up on the long table and the sideboard in the dining room. She listened to their subdued chatter and thought it was such a pleasant sound—voices of people enjoying themselves—the company, the food, the atmosphere. In the background, soft classical music was playing, a perfect accompaniment, she thought. Of course, Alyssa would've disagreed—her daughter opted for the latest in pop music at all times for all occasions.

Covertly, she glanced at the woman who'd come with Brad. Earlier in the week, Joanna had eaten a quick lunch with Brad and Leslie at the cafe in Leslie's building, to finalize plans for the board dinner.  As they were leaving, Brad had mentioned, as an aside to Leslie, that he would be bringing a guest with him on Sunday night, someone who was both a potential donor to the Center and a possible Board member.

Joanna had been surprised at her faint twinge of disappointment that Brad would be with someone but had quickly dismissed the feeling. He hadn't mentioned anything about it last night when they went to the play and she guessed she'd been hoping there'd been a change of plans and that he was coming alone. But evidently not.

Now, she gazed around the room, noticing who was sitting or standing where. Odd, she thought as she took mental inventory of the guests, everyone was here but Ty and Nate—where were those two?
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TYLER

Sunday

Ty had come in the back way of the Mallory house, as she usually did, hoping to catch Joanna in the kitchen and have a private word with her. But the kitchen was empty. She walked out into the hall, then stopped abruptly at the sight of the woman standing just inside the living room, hanging on tightly to Brad Oliver's arm. She couldn't believe her eyes—it was the woman bluebeard or black widow or whatever—the one she'd planned to discussing tonight with the Board. 

Good God, Ty moaned inwardly, what am I going to do now? 

She was sure the woman would recognize her as the reporter who'd interviewed her, even though it was over a year ago, and that would never do.

Brad and the woman started toward the living room door, and in a panic, Ty decided to hide out until she could find Joanna.

She glanced around frantically for a hiding place—in a flash she decided her only option was the door leading to the basement, right beside her. Quickly, she opened the door and ducked onto the landing at the head of the stairs. It was pitch black and in the darkness, she groped around on the wall for a light switch, teetering precariously on the top step. Finally, her hand ran across the switch plate and she flicked it on, lighting a dim bulb directly overhead, plus another faint light somewhere down in the basement. Now what? Well, she might as well go down the steps into the basement itself.

Come to think of it, Ty mused, in all the years Joanna had lived here, I've never been in the basement of the Mallory house. 

Curiously, she glanced down the wooden, gray-painted stairs, but  in the dim light couldn't see much of anything. Knowing she probably had a few minutes to kill before she could make her escape, she slowly walked down the steps, making sure her shoulder tote bag was firmly situated in place on her shoulder. 

At the foot of the stairs, she looked around, surprised to see how crowded and cluttered the basement was. Somehow, she would've thought that the Mallory basement would be as elegant and perfect as all the rooms upstairs were.

There were pile after pile of cardboard boxes, intermingled with piece after piece of what she assumed was discarded furniture. Funny, she thought, as she moved around among the chairs and sofas and tables, this stuff is better than anything I have in my house but here it sits in the basement.

One side of the basement was filled with what must be Alyssa's outgrown toys. The centerpiece of piles and jumbles of toys was the most exquisite dollhouse Ty had ever seen. She walked over to it and stretched out a hand to touch the roof which was made of tiny but real shingles. Ty assumed the house was an almost perfect miniature replica of the Mallory home.

What a fortunate girl Lyss is, Ty thought, as she examined the precious dollhouse.  

I hope my baby—she broke off the thought, banished it to the never-never land part of her mind where she exiled all such thoughts.

With a shake of her head, Ty continued her rather desultory examination of the basement. It seemed a chilly, unfriendly place, as different as could be from the warm welcoming atmosphere of the floors above. In fact, it felt absolutely creepy down here. Ty wasn't much for intuition or ESP or presentiments but she was definitely getting some odd vibrations from this place. 

Just then she heard a rustling sound from the far side of the basement.  In a harsh whisper, she hissed, “Is anyone there?” not expecting and especially not wanting an answer. She stood motionless, listening, but heard nothing further.

“This is ridiculous,” she said under her breath. “How long am I going to have to skulk around down here?”

Somehow, I've got to escape. But how? 

She shifted her heavy tote bag from one shoulder to the other, then squeaked out, “Of course! I'll call Jo!”

She took the tote bag down from her shoulder, unzipped it, and reached inside, fumbling around till her fingers closed around the object of her searching fingers.

Just two weeks ago, she'd finally caved in to all the ads and hype about cellular phones and how they could ensure your safety night and day, no matter where you were. Among her friends, she was one of the last to take advantage of cellular technology but now, she thanked the heavens that she had.

She'd call Joanna—who would absolutely freak at getting a phone call from Ty in the basement—and ask her to keep the witchy woman occupied somewhere away from the front door or the kitchen door or whatever, long enough for Ty to sneak out. 

Then she'd try to find Nate, and invite him to come by her house instead of going to dinner at Jo's.
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JOANNA

Sunday

It had been fairly easy for Joanna to waylay Brad and his guest, Beatrice Abbott, and lead then off into the library for a few minutes. They'd chatted about the Relationship Center and then, once enough time had passed, Joanna left them to their own devices. 

She couldn't wait to drag Leslie into a corner to tell her about their buddy Ty's latest misadventure. 

When the phone had rung a few minutes before, Joanna had interrupted a conversation with her father to answer the call. 

She couldn't believe her ears when she heard Ty saying she was calling from the basement of the Mallory home.

“My God, what are up to now?” Joanna had practically shrieked into the receiver.

“Not so loud, Jo—she'll hear you!” had come Ty's voice over the phone line. 

How weird, Jo thought, to talk to someone on the phone who was only a few feet away from where she stood in the kitchen.

“Who'll hear me? Ty, what on earth is going on? This had better not be another one of your practical jokes.”

“Shhh...Hush, Jo, and listen to me. I'm convinced that the woman Brad Oliver brought with him is some kind of husband-killing monster—I found out about her involvement in the Relationship Center from my work in the database—for the newsletter—and I was going to dump the problem, so to speak, in the Board's lap tonight. But then I saw her there in your living room hanging onto Brad's arm—and I can't let her see me because I interviewed her for an article a few months ago and she knew I didn't believe all the things she told me.” Ty paused here in her run-on recital to take a breath, and Jo broke in, “Okay, okay, just tell me what you want me to do!”

Ty answered slowly, “I think if you just keep her and Brad occupied somewhere away from the basement door, I can sneak upstairs and out through the kitchen without her seeing me.”

“Ty, are you sure you have to do it in this very dramatic way? Couldn't you just come in and act normally and pretend that she's not a monster and deal with the Board some other time when she's not around. Why do you have to sneak out? Why do you have to miss the meeting?”

“Please, Jo, I just can't face her—you know I'm no good at acting normal...” Ty's words were briefly interrupted by a ladylike snort of laughter from Jo. “You know what I mean, Miss Smart-Aleck! Anyway, this is the way it's going to be. I just want to get out of here without monster ma'am seeing me. Oh, and if Nate's there already, could you please, if you can, try to give him a somewhat rational explanation of my behavior and ask him to keep a close watch on that woman, and to call me at home.”

“Ty, Nate's not here yet. But when he gets here I'll ask him to stick close to the woman. In the meantime, I'll watch her.”

Joanna had eagerly looked forward to her sub rosa assignment. After its successful completion, she'd sought out Les to give her a hasty, whispered synopsis of what was going on. Neither of them could keep a straight face at the thought of Ty hiding out in the basement and talking urgently into her little flip phone.

Jo had left an impatient Les standing in the dining room stewing about Beatrice Abbott and about Elliott's continued absence. Jo had gone to spend more time with Brad and Beatrice, feeling like Mata Hari and enjoying every delicious thrill. 
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TY

Sunday

Ty switched off the little flip phone and stowed it back in her tote bag. She glanced at her watch and decided to give Joanna at least fifteen or twenty minutes to sidetrack Brad and the woman before she tried to ease her way out of the house.

She paced around the part of the basement surrounding the stairs, willing the minutes to pass quickly. This place felt creepy to her, creepier than most basements, but she didn't know why. She had an eerie feeling that all was not right down here. 

“Hmmm,” she murmured a loud, “I'm letting my heebie-jeebies about that woman get the best of me.” She shivered a bit—the basement was chilly—they probably only kept the bare minimum of heat down here.

Once more she glanced at her watch, discouraged to find that amere five minutes had passed—an unendurably long, slow five minutes.

Then, spooked, she was sure she heard that rustling noise again. Slowly, she turned, looking around the basement. As she moved her head, a massive shape came at her and was all over her before she knew what had happened. She tried to scream but something was covering her mouth and she couldn't utter a sound. Then everything went dark and silent.
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JOANNA

Sunday Evening

As Joanna stood talking with Brad and his guest, Beatrice Abbot, Leslie came up and joined them. 

Joanna introduced Leslie to Beatrice and notieced Leslie's lack of cordiality, knowing very well what was behind it.

Jo knew that Leslie was also perturbed because Elliott Page hadn't shown up yet. This certainly was a difficult group to get together at one time, Jo thought—first Ty does her disappearing act—now neither Nate or Elliott are here.

Just then the doorbell rang and Joanna excused herself from the goup in the living room and and went to answer the door.

Her cousin Elliott stood on the veranda, a sopping umbrella in one hand, and a huge bouquet of daisies in the other.

“Hi, cuz,” Elliott said, giving her a mock bow.

Joanna gave him a grin and opened the door wide to let him come in.

“Just leave your umbrella outside there by the door,” she said.

Elliott propped his umbrella against the outside portico and then handed the bouquet to Joanna. 

She reached up and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thanks, cuz,” she said with another big grin. 

Since their childhood, daisies had been first, a bone of contention, and then subsequently, an ongoing joke between them. 

As a girl, Joanna had loved to plant flowers but had never had much luck with them. Then, the year she was ten, she'd planted a garden full of white daisies that had grown beautifully and abundantly. Joanna had been supremely proud of her garden and had refused to pick even a single daisy.

One day in late summer, she'd come back from day camp to find her beautiful daisy garden no longer there—all that was left were row after row of stubble—stems and leaves, with not a flower in sight.

Joanna had burst into tears and had gone running in search of her mother. She found both her parents, sitting at the kitchen table talking. 

Doc Graham tried to quiet his daughter's hysterics but it was a couple of minutes before he was able to understand what she was sobbing about.

He'd taken her by the hand and they'd gone out to the garden so he could see for himself. 

The mystery of the disappearing daisies wasn't solved until the next day when Mrs. Graham's sister, who lived one block over from the Grahams, called to tell Mrs. Graham what a beautiful, huge bouquet of daisies her fourteen-year-old son Elliott had given her for her birthday. Dismayed, Mrs. Graham didn't have the heart to reveal to her sister the source of her birthday bouquet. But after discussing it with her husband, the Grahams did tell Joanna—and they gave Joanna permission to deal with her cousin in whatever way she saw fit.

Up to this point, Joanna had worshipped her older cousin. An only child, she'd pretended to herself that Elliott was the brother she so desperately wanted. Now, she was torn between her love for him and her rage at the way he'd stolen her prized daisies. 

It had taken her a couple of days to think of an appropriate revenge, and when she did, she thought it was perfect.

She knew that Elliott had a crush on a girl who lived across the street from the Grahams. The girl was Elliott's age but went to a parochial school instead of to the Rivermont public schools. So far, Elliott had been too shy to let the girl know that he liked her. Just a few days ago, he'd told Jo that he was working on getting up enough nerve to ask her to go to the movies with him.

Joanna found a revoltingly mushy love poem in one of her mother's books and carefully copied it onto a piece of pink stationery, making it look like a love letter to Cindy (the girl across the street). Joanna had signed Elliott's name to the love letter with great flourish, delighted with her revenge. Early one morning, before anyone in the neighborhood was out and about, Joanna had sneaked across the street and slipped the letter under Cindy's front door.

The repercussions had been excellent, at least from Joanna's point of view. Cindy's father had found the letter instead of Cindy. He'd thrown a fit that his precious young daughter was receiving passionate love letters—for, unfortunately, the innocent Joanna had naively chosen a poem with a fair amount of erotic references.

Cindy's father had ranted and raved and had not believed his daughter when she insisted she barely knew this Elliott Page person. Cindy's father had called Elliott's father and read the letter to him over the phone. Mr. Page had been astounded and had immediately confronted his unknowing son. Elliott had been grounded, despite his bewildered protestations of innocence.

Joanna had finally confessed her misdeed to her mother when she heard that Elliott was under indefinite house arrest. It had taken several days for the whole story to sort itself out. For awhile, it looked as though Elliott would never forgive Joanna for her trick, and conversely, that Joanna would never forgive Elliott for taking her daisies.

But they eventually made up and from then on, Elliott made a habit of bringing daisies to his cousin on most occasions.

Now, Joanna led Elliott into the kitchen with her while she put the bouquet in a vase of water.

“Les is out there in the living room with Brad and some woman—she's really been anxious for you to get here—Les, not the woman,” Joanna finished up with a giggle.
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Elliott

Sunday Evening

Elliott followed Joanna out of the kitchen into the living room. As she paused to set the vase of flowers on the baby grand just inside the doorway, Elliott spotted Les. She was standing across the room next to her partner, Brad Oliver, and a woman who looked incredibly familiar to Elliott. For a moment, he just stood there, looking at the woman and searching his memory banks for her name or some identifier, but  he came up empty.
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JOANNA

Sunday Evening

Joanna walked over to join Brad and Beatrice Abbott, standing just inside the living room door. Elliott was right behind her, and he went over by Les who was standing off to one side. 

To Jo's surprise, a flushed-faced Beatrice Abbott swept past her into the hall and out the front door, not even stopping to get her coat.

Joanna walked up to the group, who were all talking at once in excited tones. “What's going on here?”

“You tell us!” Les said vehemently. “That woman took one look at Elliott and vamoosed! It was bizarre, to say the least.”

Joanna turned to Elliott, and in a puzzled voice asked, “Elliott, do you know what's going on?”

Elliott shook his head slowly, but said, “Maybe—I'm not sure. That woman—Brad said her name is Beatrice Abbott—looked very familiar to me but that name doesn't mean anything.  I have the feeling that she has a police record or was part of some investigation but I can't pinpoint it.”

“Well, I have a bit of information, by way of Tyler,” Joanna said.

Les said, “I guess maybe Ty wasn't so off-the-wall after all.”

“Would somebody please explain what's going on here?” Brad asked.

Joanna proceeded to tell Brad and Elliott what she'd already shared with Les—about Tyler's phone call from the basement on her flip phone, including all the details Ty had given her about the so-called Black Widow.

“That's who she is!” Elliott exclaimed. “But she had some other name back then and she looked different—some other hair color and hair style. I'll be damned!” 

In a puzzled tone, Les said, “Page, what on earth are you talking about?”

“That woman—we investigated her when her husband died—I was sure she'd had something to do with his death but there was no evidence—nothing that we could prove,” Elliott said.

“Wow!” Les exclaimed, turning to Jo. “That means Ty was right in her suspicions.”

“Elliott,” Joanna interposed, “what would you say about me trying to reach Ty on her flip phone and see if I can get her to come back—now that the Black Widow—as Ty called her—is gone.”
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ALYSSA

Sunday Evening

Alyssa was running late—she'd wanted to get out of the house and over to Pattie's before all the guests arrived. But she'd spent too much time looking for her scarab bracelet watch and still she hadn't found it. 

She decided she'd better call Pattie and tell her she'd be late. But when she called, she got the Quigley's answering machine. That must mean Pattie was in the shower, Lyss thought. She left a message saying she'd been unavoidably detained—but then the machine abruptly clicked off, interrupting her in mid-message, before she could explain that she was looking for her lost watch and would be there as soon as she could. Debating whether or not to try again, Lyss decided Pattie would understand what she meant.

“Where could that watch be?” Alyssa murmured aloud. She had practically torn her room apart looking for it. The watch was a very special one to her—it was her last birthday gift from her father before his death and she cherished it.

She had mentally backtracked through her activities to the last time she could remember wearing the watch. She was sure she'd put it on last night, right before Pattie arrived. But after that, it was a blank. She couldn't recall taking it off at bedtime, so she could only assumed she'd lost it sometime during the evening. Thinking back over last night's events, she recalled her brief visit to the cellar and wondered if perhaps the watch had fallen off her wrist somewhere down there.

She decided to make a fast trip down to the basement on her way out of the house. She'd already said good-bye to her mother and grandmother so once she'd looked in the cellar for her watch, she'd be on her way to Pattie's.

Onto her shoulders, she hoisted her backpack, crammed with clothes and books and several CDs necessary to the studying process, leaving behind a somewhat topsy-turvy room.

She decided to take the back staircase to avoid running into the dozen or so people drifting around downstairs. On her way through the kitchen, she took a flashlight from the top of the refrigerator, then went to the door leading to the cellar. Funny, she thought in passing, there are usually at least two flashlights on top of the refrigeraotr but now there was only one.
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ADAM

Sunday Evening

Adam sat on the cold concrete floor in front of Tyler, gently holding her hand. She'd fainted after he'd thrown the tarpaulin over her head and she was just now coming around.

When he'd heard someone in the basement, he would never in a million years guessed that it would be Tyler. He only knew that he couldn't let anyone discover his presence there.

Now, the dim light in his hideaway revealed Tyler's eyes slowly opening, looking around. They widened at the sight of him and instinctively he reached out his hand and covered her mouth, certain that she was about to scream bloody murder.

“Shhh, Ty, don't be scared—it's me—Adam.” He'd spoken softly, soothingly, trying to reassure her.
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TYLER

Sunday Evening

Ty stared at the bearded man in front of her—Adam—this couldn't be Adam. 

But then she looked up into his eyes—those clear blue eyes that had once been so dear to her—and she knew that it was indeed Adam. As he saw the realization in her eyes, he slowly took his hand away from covering her mouth.

“Adam—oh Adam, it's really you.” she whispered. 

He tried to smile at her but it felt as though the muscles of his face had forgotten how to make a smile.

Ty felt the tears building up in her eyes, then overflow onto her cheeks. They trickled slowly down her face and she brushed them away with a shaking hand. She couldn't believe that Adam was sitting here on the baement floor beside her, after all these years. She felt choked with emotion, unable to speak. She'd never forgotten him and what they'd meant to one another. How could she forget? Especially since—she cut off the thought and concentrated on getting control of her emotions.

In the dimly lit room, she saw Adam staring at her, as if memorizing every inch of her face. She took a deep breath, then another, then cleared her throat and asked in bewilderment,  “What are you doing here?”

He hesitated before answering. His voice seemed slightly hoarse but it still sounded so familiar to Ty.

“Well, it's a long story.”

Ty smiled at that, and said, “That's some kind of understatement, isn't it, man?”

This time Adam did smile as he said, “I see you haven't lost your sense of humor, Tyler.”

Tyler gave him a matching smile but said nothing. 

Adam said, “This was the only place in Rivermont I could think of to come—remember how I used to do yardwork and odd jobs around here for Professor Mallory?” Ty nodded and Adam continued.

“When the fire at the hospital broke out,” he paused here, then asked her, “Did you know about that?” Ty murmured, “Yes,” and Adam continued. “Anyway, when the fire happened, I just walked away. I didn't really have a plan or anything. I'd never tried to leave or escape before. But it just seemed like something I was supposed to do and Rivermont was the only place I could think of to go. And now, since I've had some time to think, I've realized there's something I want to do—something I have to do.”

He stopped there and Ty asked, “What's that—what do you have to do?”

“Well, I want—no, I guess I need—to talk to my sister—to talk to Vicky.”

Somehow this didn't surprise Tyler. Then she wondered if Adam had any idea that Vicky was here in Rivermont.

“Adam, Vicky's here, in Rivermont. She flew in from Chicago on Saturday—just yesterday.” Somehow Ty was surprised to realize that Saturday was only yesterday.

“Chicago?” Adam asked. “She doesn't live in Rivermont?”

“No, she left a long time ago—in fact, she left that—that day when—when your mother and stepfather—”—Tyler couldn't finish the sentence.

Adam slowly shook his head. “I didn't know—I guess I don't know much of anything about that time. That's why I wanted to see Vicky, to ask her about what happened, to see if she even knows what happened.”

Tyler kept silent, not wanting to tell Adam that yesterday Vicky had claimed to know nothing of the events that transpired that horrible day.

Just then, she heard a noise somewhere in the basement, and by the abrupt way he lifted his head, Ty could tell that Adam heard it too. He stood up and moved toward the door, taking the drop cloth and a piece of wood with him.
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ALYSSA

Sunday Evening

Alyssa stood at the foot of the steps, looking around the dimly lit cellar, trying to remember exactly where she'd walked last night. She shone the flashlight on the floor and tried to retrace her steps. She glanced over towards the furnace, where the storm windows were propped, remembering how terrified she and Pattie had been last night when they thought there was an intruder down here.

Then, on the cellar floor in front of her old childhood dollhouse, she thought she saw a glint of something. She shone the flashlight downwards and saw her scarab bracelet watch lying there on the floor in front of her. She bent over to pick it up and that was the last thing thing she remembered before the darkness descended.
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ADAM

Sunday Evening

Adam half-carried, half-dragged the squirming body into his hiding place. Tyler jumped up from the floor there and said frantically, “What have you done? Who's that in the tarpaulin?”

Adam didn't answer as he took the tarpaulin off his wriggling captive. As he did, Tyler immediately recognized his victim. “Oh my God, it's Alyssa!”

She scooted over to where Alyssa lay on the floor and knelt down beside the girl. “Are you all right, sweetheart? Did he hurt you?”

Bewildered, Alyssa raised her head, shook it slowly, then propped herself up on her elbow.

“Aunt Ty! What are you doing here? What's going on?” she asked shakily

“First, tell me if you're all right! Adam, if you've hurt her I swear I'll—”

Alyssa interrupted Ty's tirade with, “Calm down, Aunt Ty—I'm fine—he—whoever he is—didn't hurt me—he just scared the daylights out of me.”

“I'm sorry—” Adam said contritely “Really, I'm very sorry—I just had to make sure you didn't let anyone know I'm down here.”

“Who are you? And what are you doing in my cellar?” Alyssa demanded in a tremulous tone.

“Adam, let me answer, if you don't mind?” Ty said.

“Please—go ahead,” Adam said.

“This is Adam Zielinski—someone your Mom and I went to high school with. Adam, this is Alyssa Mallory, Joanna Graham's daughter—well, adopted daughter really.”

Tyler paused, then reached down and put her hand on Alyssa's shoulder. “Anyway, Adam is in trouble—it's a long story but he's here to find out some things and I think I'm going to help him.”

Adam smiled over at Ty and said a soft, “Thank you.”

For a moment, no one spoke. Adam was squatting down on his haunches, eyes intently watching Ty and Alyssa. Alyssa was sitting up now and Ty was next to her on the floor, an arm around the girl's shoulders.

Ty once again started to reassure Alyssa, telling her not to worry, that Adam wouldn't hurt either of them. 

Even in the dim light, Adam could see that the girl was trembling. It upset him that she should be so frightened of him and he wished he could set her mind at ease.

As he watched Ty and Alyssa talking together, he noticed how much they looked alike. Or, rather, how much Alyssa looked liked the Tyler Clark he remembered from high school. Both Alyssa and the young Tyler had long blond hair worn straight, deep blue eyes, and high cheekbones. Now, Ty's hair was quite short and curly, and although still blond, it was a darker shade than he remembered.

They look so much alike they could be sisters, he thought to himself, or even—and at his next thought, his mind slowed down—they could even be mother and daughter.

He sat there, motionless, his heart pounding, his mind racing. Was it possible? Could it be? Could Alyssa be Tyler's daughter?  Ty had said Alyssa was Joanna's adopted daughter. He went a step further in his speculations—Could he be—

Just then, he heard a tinny, whirring sound. He looked around, trying to figure out what the odd sound was and where it was coming from. 

When the sound started, Tyler had jumped up and had gone over toward her purse from where it lay on the floor a few feet away. 

To his surprise, Adam realized the sound was coming from Ty's purse. Before Ty could get her hands on the purse, Adam grabbed it away from her, then unsnapped the flap. Inside, right on top, was a small, gray object making the whirring noise.
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TY

Sunday Evening

“That's my cellular phone,” Ty said to Adam as he turned the object over and over in his hands. She leaned toward him as though to take it away from him but he pulled back, out of her reach.

“What's a cell—phone, whatever you said?” Adam asked, still examining the small gray device.

Ty felt a sudden rush of pain at the thought of Adam's isolation and ignorance of the world as it was today.

Gently, she explained. “That's a telephone—just like the ones in homes and offices but instead of using wires, it uses signals that go through the air, from tower to tower, sort of.” As she spoke, Ty realized she didn't really understand the technology herself—she only knew the end results.

The tiny phone finally stopped ringing.

“Anyway, I can call people on that and people can call me. I imagine that was Joanna or someone trying to find out where I've gone.” Ty paused, then continued. “Do you think I could call Joanna to tell her that Alyssa and I are all right?”

Adam shook his head slowly back and forth, saying, “I'm sorry Ty—I can't let you do that. I can't let anyone one know that the two of you are here—or that I'm here—or anything.”

He paused for a moment, and Tyler thought she could almost hear his mental gyrations. 

“But this gives me an idea.” He still held the phone in one hand and was staring intently at it. “You said Vicky was here in town, didn't you?” At Ty's murmured yes, he went on. “Do you know where she's staying?”

“Yes—she's at the Pierpont Hotel, downtown,” Ty answered.

“Could you call her on this thing?” he asked, wiggling the phone.

“Sure—I'd have to get the hotel phone number from information first—but then I could call her.” Ty's mind was racing—wondering if there were some way she could warn someone—let someone know that Adam was holding her and Alyssa hostage here in the basement.

As if reading her mind, Adam moved over next to Alyssa and put his hand on the girl's arm, gently but deliberately. 

Then he turned to face Tyler. “You can only call Vicky and you have to say exactly what I tell you to say and nothing more,” Adam told her in a firm voice, the unspoken threat to Alyssa hovering in the air between them.

“Go ahead,” Adam commanded. “Get the number and call her.”

Ty called information and asked for the Pierpont's number. She repeated it aloud twice and silently twice so she'd remember it. As she started to punch in the digits, Adam reached out a hand to her and said in a resolute tone, “Now, here's what I want you to say—no more, no less.”
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KIT AND DOC

Sunday Evening

Kit Mallory smiled up at Enos Graham as he carefully placed two cups of coffee on the marble-topped endtable. He sat down in the chair next to the table and picked up his coffee. They'd finished dinner a few minutes before and were sitting here in the living room waiting for the Board meeting to begin

“That was a wonderful meal,” Doc Graham said. “I didn't know my daughter was such an accomplished chef—I'll have to be sure and compliment her.”

“Mmmm, it was delicious,” agreed Kit. “But I guess I'd better tell you something—and I don't think Jo will mind my revelation—I'm sorry to disillusion you—” here Kit paused dramatically, then continued, “but she used a caterer.”

Doc laughed and shook his head ruefully as he said, “I should have known.”

They sat in silence, enjoying their coffee, which Kit was quick to point out to Enos, was Jo's creation.

“I can't stop thinking about Adam Zielinksi, out there in the world all alone—my heart goes out to the poor boy,” Kit said. 

On the ride over to the Mallory home, Kit and Doc had heard a radio newscast detailing Adam's disappearance from Plankton following the devastating fire at the facility.

After the newscast  was over, Doc had turned off the radio and the two of them talked about the secret that they'd been harboring for over 18 years now—about Adam Zielinski and Tyler Clark and Alyssa Mallory.
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JOANNA

Sunday Evening

The first time Joanna tried to call Ty's flip phone, she let the phone ring ten times, but there was no answer. She wondered why Ty wasn't picking up—and why there was no annoying message saying that the customer had turned off the cellular phone or traveled out of range. A few minutes later when she tried for the second and third times, she got a busy signal—a real busy signal, not the fast busy indicating that all the circuits were tied up. So, Ty must be gabbing away to someone—maybe she'd finally located the missing Nate.

There I go again, Jo said to herself—trying to mother the world. Ty's a big girl—she can take care of herself and worrying about her won't do anyone any good.

As the Board members and other guests finished eating, they moved into the large Mallory living room, taking seats here and there so  the Board meeting could begin. Brad was chairing the meeting this evening and he promised that the session would be an abbreviated one. “I know we're all concerned about the flash flood warnings so we'll make this as short as possible.”
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NATE

Sunday Evening

Nate convinced Vicky that he'd see her safely back to her room, despite her protests to the contrary. 

In the lobby of the hotel, the man sitting behind the counter at the front desk called out to her, “Ma'am, oh ma'am.” Vicky went over to the desk and said, “Yes? What is it?”

Nate noticed that the desk clerk wasn't the same one that was on duty last night. This one was a skinny, weasly looking guy, sporting a wispy moustache.

The desk clerk gave Vicky a phony smile as he said, “You've had a couple of phone calls from the same woman in the past few minutes but she wouldn't leave a message—said she'd call back in a while.”

Vicky thanked him and turned toward the elevator, with Nate following close behind.

“Really, Mr. Harris, it isn't necessary for you to see me to my room.”

Nate gave her a wide smile and said, “Well, let's just say I might have one or two more questions to ask you.”

Vicky shrugged her shoulders as if to indicate that it didn't matter to her one way or another. She pressed the elevator button and after what seemed an inordinately long wait, the elevator door finally creaked open.

They rode up to the fourth floor in silence. As the elevator door slowly opened, Vicky fumbled first in one jacket pocket and then the other, and pulled out the room key. Idly, Nate wondered why she hadn't put the key in her purse. He noticed that the purse wasn't very large but it certainly looked crammed full of something or other.

As Vicky opened the door to Room 436, Nate could hear the phone ringing inside. Vicky hurried over to the bedside table and answered the phone. “Hello?”

Vicky said hello again, then hung up—evidently, whoever had been on the ther end had hung up before Vicky answered.

Vicky shrugged her shoulders slightly, then carefully put her bulging purse down on the night stand next to the phone. She glanced over at Nate who stood just inside the room, the door still open. She started to say something just as the phone began to ring again. This time, she pounded on it before the first ring was even completed, say a brisk “Hello?”

She listened for a second, then said, “Yes, Tyler, what can I do for you?”

Nate's ears perked up at hearing Tyler's name, and he wondered why she would be calling Vicky.

Vicky listened for another moment, then said, “I see. All right, I'll be there as soon as I can.”

She hung up the phone before Nate had a chance to tell her that he wanted to speak to Tyler. The obviously distressed look on Vicky's face told Nate that something serious was going on here. 

“What did Tyler want?” Nate asked. 

Vicky stood by the phone, silently, staring off into space. 

After a moment, when there was no answer from Vicky, he tried again. “Where does she want you to go?”

Still Vicky didn't answer. Grim-faced, she grabbed her purse from the bedside table where she'd laid it down and started toward the door. Nate caught up to her and held onto her shoulders with both of his hands.

“Tell me what's going on,” he demanded.

In an abrupt growl of a voice, she said, “Drive me there and I'll tell you in the car.”

Once they were in the car, Vicky had wasted no words in telling Nate what Tyler had said to her on the phone.

“She said my brother Adam was hiding out in Joanna Mallory's cellar and that he needed to talk to me.”

After that terse, bare-bones explanation, Vicky had fallen into a brooding silence. 

Her worst nightmare had come true. For nineteen years, she'd feared the day would come when Adam would return to the land of the living—become once again aware of the world.

What did he know? What did he remember about that night? The qwestions repeated themselves over and over again in her mind.

Vicky stared unseeingly out the car window as Nate drove swiftly through Rivermont.

Now, when she finally had attained the semblance of a decent life—her role of Portia in Storms of Darkness—her relationship with Tony Bannister—it could all be wiped away in the next few minutes—depending on what Adam remembered—or knew—or thought he knew.

Her life hung in the balance. For reassurance, she lifted her purse from her lap, then put it back down, pleased with its weight.

If worse comes to worse, she thought, at least I have some options.

The wipers trailed back and forth over the rain-spattered windshield. After less than 24 hours in the water-logged town of Rivermont, Vicky was sick to death of this constant, unending rain.
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JOANNA

Sunday Evening

As the Board meeting wound down, Joanna let her mind wander. Throughout the meeting, she'd kept her eyes intently on Brad Oliver, remembering their delightful evening out the night before and hoping they'd do it again soon. 

Brad certainly was good at running a meeting, Jo thought. He'd kept everyone and everything on track, not letting anyone monopolize the discussion or wander off the agenda. 

Jo had seated herself just inside the living room door so that if she had to, she could get up and leave the room as unobtrusively as possible, without disturbing anyone. 

When the doorbell chimed, Jo wondered who could be arriving this late—much too late, actually, she thought. The food's all but gone and the meeting's on the verge of adjourning.

Unobtrusively, she arose from her seat, went into the entry hall and walked over to the front door. She'd barely reached the door when the doorbell rang again, several times in a row. Someone is obviously very impatient about something, Jo thought.

She opened the door and was surprised to see Nate on the veranda with a strange woman standing by his side.

“Nate?” Jo said, questioningly, as she stepped aside to let him and his companion in.

The woman brushed past Joanna without a glance and headed down the hallway, Nate close behind.

Joanna hurried after them, saying in an exasperated tone, “Nate, wait a minute! Who is that woman and what on earth is going on?”

Nate turned his head and said in an undertone, “That's Vicky Zielinski, of course, and you're never gonna believe what's going on in your cellar.”

As though she knew exactly what she was doing and where she was going, Vicky Zielinski headed straight for the basement door, opened it, and started down the steps. Nate followed right behind her, with Joanna on his heels. 

“What do you mean, something's going on in my basement?” Joanna hissed at Nate. “There's nothing going on in my basement—Tell me why Vicky Zielinski is going down there. Nate—” 

Nate interrupted her. “Shhh—you have to be quiet—I don't want her to hear us.” 

They stood together at the top of the stairs, watching as Vicky disappeared around the corner at the foot of the stairs. 

“Now, here's what's going on,” Nate whispered. “A while ago, Tyler used her flip phone to call Vicky at the Pierpont. She told Vicky that Adam is in your cellar and that he's keeping her and Alyssa down there with him. Ty said Adam wanted Vicky to come talk to him right away.”

“My God...my baby girl,” Joanna moaned softly, and grabbed Nate's arm. “Is Alyssa all right? She's not hurt, is she?”

“I think she's fine—I think they're both fine, although I don't know for sure. All that Vicky told me is that Adam had Ty call her and insist that she come over here immediately to see him. Now, you wait up here—I'm going to go down there and see what's going on,” Nate said.

“I'm coming too,” said Jo.

“No...Jo, please—” Nate thought for a moment, then said, “You'd better go find Elliott and fill him in on what's going on. Tell him I don't think we have an actual hostage situation here, at least not yet. But he needs to be involved and he probably needs to get some back-up help out here.”

Jo hesitated, then reluctantly agreeing to do as Nate asked, headed back toward the living room.

Nate started down the stairs, moving as quietly as he could. At the foot of the stairs, he paused for a moment, looking around, trying to figure out where Vicky had gone. Then he heard a faint murmur of voices and headed in that direction.
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ADAM

Sunday Evening

Adam had been the first one to notice Vicky standing in the doorway to the small room. He arose from his squatting position and took a step or two toward her, a wide smile on his face.

“Vicky...” his voice trailed off and his smile disappeared when he noticed the enraged look on his sister's face.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, harshly. “You need to get out of here, and fast. They'll find you and lock you up again—and this time they'll throw away the key.” The words were said in a vicious tone and Adam couldn't understand why she was talking to him that way.

“But Vicky—I need to talk to you—I have to know what happened that day.”

She interrupted him with a sharp exclamation—“You fool! That doesn't matter! What matters is getting you out of here right away.”

By this time, Tyler had come to stand beside Adam. Vicky turned to her and said, in a low voice, “Get the girl and get out of here. I'll handle my brother.”

Tyler ignored Vicky and said to Adam, “I'll stay and help however I can, Adam. But I do think you could let Alyssa go on back upstairs.”

Adam started to speak, but Vicky interrupted him.

In a harsh, hissing tone, Vicky said “No, forget it—I've changed my mind—neither Tyler nor the girl is going anywhere—I want both of them to stay right here for now.”
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NATE

Sunday Evening

Nate stood just on the other side of the door, listening to what was going on. His instincts told him to stay hidden, to not let Vicky Zielinski know that he'd followed her down to the cellar and was now outside the door. The belligerent, hostile tone she was using worried him—he couldn't fathom what she thought she could accomplish by sounding so threatening toward Adam and Ty and Alyssa.
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JOANNA

Sunday Evening

Joanna stood outside the living door, trying to catch her cousin's eye without disturbing the tail end of the Board meeting. Elliott finally looked in her direction and she was able to make him understand, by a series of gestures and motions that she wanted to see him out in the hallway.

When he joined her, Joanna led him into the small study directly across the hall from the living room and shut the door behind them.

“What's up, Cuz? Why all the cloak and dagger activity?” Elliott asked in an amused voice.

Joanna told him what was up, in no uncertain terms. She began with Nate and Vicky's appearance at the front door and ended with Joanna coming back to find Elliott, leaving Vicky and Nate in the cellar with various other unknown participants in this. 

In a shaky voice, Jo concluded with,  “Nate says he doesn't think it's a hostage situation yet but he says you need to be involved and that you'll probably want to call for—” she hesitated, stumbling over the word—“back-up. But Elliott, I'm so worried about Alyssa—you know how weird things can happen in things like this—and I think it's dangerous for her down there. Oh God, Elliott, what are we going to do?”

“Well, the first thing we're going to do is calm you down. Getting yourself all worked up isn't going to help anyone or anything.” Elliott put his arm across her shoulders and said, “Now, let's think this through together. If Nate says it's not a hostage situation yet, I trust him and I believe him. But we have to prepare for the possibility that it could turn into something serious at any moment.”

Elliott removed his arm from around Jo's shoulder and stuck his hands in his slacks pockets. He stood there for a moment, thinking. Then from his jacket pocket he drew out a small black leather notebook and flipped through the pages. “Ah, here it is,” he said. At Jo's questioning look, he said, “The beeper number for Adam's psychiatrist—her name is Dr. Eisenberg—Dr. Rachel Eisenberg. She's in Rivermont—she came to see me this afternoon to see if there'd been any further developments about Adam. She was convinced that he'd head for Rivermont and she was right. Anyway, I'm gonig to give her a call and get her over here. I think she'll probably be the best one to handle Adam, at least at the beginning.”

Elliott went over to the phone on the desk in the front entrance hall and punched in the digits of Dr. Eisenberg's beeper number. The wait for the return call was less than a minute and Elliott picked up the phone on its first ring.

“Dr. Eisenberg?” he said. “This is Sheriff Page. It turns out that you were right about Zielinski coming to Rivermont. That's exactly what he's done.”

Elliott listened to the doctor's reply, then said, “Yes, you can help. That's why I'm calling. Adam is in the cellar of a home on the outskirts of Rivermont. He's down there with two women—sort of as hostages, I guess,  but not exactly. His sister, Vicky Zielinski has also gone down there, along with a reporter from the Rivermont Times.”

The doctor evidently made some response to this because Elliott said “Yes, that's right—the reporter is Nate Harris. How do you know Nate Harris?”

There was another pause, then Elliott said, “Ah, I see. Well, anyway, Dr. Eisenberg, I'd really appreciate it if you could get over here as fast as you can.” At her apparent affirmative response, Elliott gave her directions on how to find the Mallory home.

His next phone call was to one of his deputies on duty at the sheriff's office.
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Rachel 

Sunday Evening

As she drove through the streets of Rivermont, Rachel thought that the rain finally seemed to be tapering off .

She hadn't really been surprised by Sheriff Page's phone call. She'd been convinced that Adam would come to Rivermont—that he had some kind of unfinished business to take care of. 

As she waited at a stoplight, she turned on the overhead light in the car for a moment to check the piece of notepaper on which she'd hastily scribbled the sheriff's instructions on how to reach the Mallory home. According to what she'd written down, she was supposed to turn onto a secondary road that ringed the perimeter of Rivermont. The sheriff said the Mallory estate was located several miles west on that road, and she'd know she was almost there when she crossed over a covered wooden bridge. She remembered the sheriff's admonition—“Be careful on that bridge—it's very narrow—really only one lane.”

She checked the odometer on her Ford—the sheriff had said the Mallory home was about ten miles from her hotel—since she'd only gone five miles so far, she still had a way to go. 

The car moved smoothly along the unfamiliar road. She'd only had this car for a couple of months—it was another one of the sedate sedans she'd always driven. Its robin's-egg-blue color had been her only concession to frivolity—otherwise, it was a quite staid and stolid vehicle. 

Suddenly she remembered that one moment in the Ford dealership when her eye was caught by the bright red Mustang convertible that occupied center stage on the showroom floor. She'd felt a brief but strong craving to walk over to the sporty vehicle, climb in, and drive off in it—to fly along the road, top down, hair whipping in the wind. But she'd overcome her momentary surge of madness and had bought her usual unremarkable car.

Now, driving along in that car, she wondered what had led to that moment of insanity. She wasn't the Mustang type—she was the sedan type. She wore sedan-type clothes—tailored to the point of severity—and had a sedan-type hairdo—short and no-nonsense. Everything about her and her life was conservative, restrained.

As she thought about it, she realized that she'd created this austere lifestyle only after the break-up of her marriage, many years ago. She'd been so shattered by its tragic end that she'd opted out of life—she'd deliberately cut herself off from the fullness of living and from fun and play and pleasure and enjoyment.

She shivered suddenly at a thought that popped into her mind: In a way, just like Adam, she'd spent many years locked-up—but hers was a prison of her own making.

Rachel turned up the car heater. It was a chilly, wet night—the kind of chill that seemed to permeate one's very bones.She started to turn on the car radio, then changed her mind. 

I need to concentrate on my driving, she thought. Besides, I also need to think about what to say to Adam when I get there.

Rachel knew she'd gotten too closely involved with Adam in the course of his therapy but it had been one of those gradual, insidious things. By the time she realized how involved she was, she was already too involved. She'd become committed to Adam, feeling a concern for him that went beyond the normal doctor-patient relationship.

Once Adam was back at Plankton, she'd have to pull back—retreat—abandon him—yes, that was the appropriate word—she'd have to abandon him.

I wonder if I can do that, Rachel thought. Adam's welfare has come to mean a great deal to me. I'm not sure I can give up that concern.

Starting several months ago, as Adam had emerged from his catatonic state, he had repeatedly expressed his frustration at not being able to remember anything from that fateful night nineteen years ago. 

Eventually, Rachel had broached the subject of hypnosis with her patient and Adam had finally agreed for her to try it.

Rachel had gently led Adam through session after session of hypnosis—futile efforts for a long while. Adam's memories seemed to be buried so deeply that at times she despaired of ever unearthing them. 

But then, gradually, brief flashes of memory did begin to emerge.

At the end of each session, Rachel would give Adam a specific post-hypnotic suggestion: “When you awake, you will remember all that transpired in the session.”

As the sessions continued, he'd said that his recollections of that night felt like separate, unconnected flashes of memory—“Stand alone scenes”—was how he described them.

He could remember coming home tabout 9 p.m. from one of his part-time jobs. His next memory had been seeing his mother and stepfather lying, bloodied and unmoving, on the kitchen floor. After that, his next memory had been of flames—the kitchen curtains had been ablaze—he remembered trying desperately to put out the fire but he hadn't been able to—and he'd burned both hands badly in the process. He thought he remembered calling the fire department but he couldn't be sure about that.

His last memory that night—and indeed the last memory he'd had for over 18 years—had been of standing outside the blazing house, at the edge of the woods—screaming into the black nightime sky.

But never, in all of the memories that he and Rachel dredged up, had Adam remembered killling his stepfather and mother.

At this point, Rachel had felt well and truly stymied—and that she'd gone as far as she could with hypnosis. For several weeks, she debated with herself whether to use pharmaceutical methods of getting at Adam's still-buried memories.

She discussed the drug procedure with Adam—wanting his full understanding and cooperation. As she explained it to him, sodium pentothal—known popularly but inaccurately as “truth serum”—would relax Adam's mental barricades and allow Rachel to probe behind those barricades.

With Adam's full agreement, she'd injected him with sodium pentothal on two separate occasions—exactly one week apart. The results had been the same each time—the only memories she and Adam were able to exhume were the same ones they'd uncovered in their hypnotic sessions.

To say that Rachel was puzzled was an understatement—she'd never come across a situation like this.

“Why can't I get at those memories?” she'd asked herself over and over again. She'd even conferred with one of the other psychiatrists at Plankton but her colleague had no help to offer.

Then, a week or so before the Plankton fire, she'd begun to wonder if there was even the remotest possibility that the reason she couldn't get at Adam's memories of the murders was that there weren't any—that Adam couldn't remember killng his mother and stepfather because he hadn't killed them?

She'd gone back over the information that the Rivermont sheriff's office had sent to her about Adam's case, but it wasn't any help.

She had been on the verge of phoning the Rivermont sheriff again, intending to ask him if there was any chance that Adam wasn't the murderer. But then the fire had broken out and Adam's disappearance driven any thoughts about his possible innocence from her mind.

Now, driving toward the place where Adam had taken refuge, those thoughts about his innocence rose up in her mind again.

Checking her odometer again, she saw that she'd come almost ten miles now—the distance the sheriff had said it was to the Mallory home. Then, up ahead, she saw some kind of covered structure across the road—the one-lane bridge, she supposed. She slowed down and switched on her bright lights.

She assumed that beneath the bridge was the Sage River the sheriff had mentioned. The Ford moved over the bridge with a clatter. To Rachel's surprise, she realized that the pavement part of the covered bridge wasn't pavement at all—it was wooden, just like the overhead structure.

Off in the distance, she could hear a low rumbling roar—Is that thunder? she wondered.

Lightning flashed and she glanced in the rear view mirror toward the bridge she'd just crossed. To her horror, she saw a black wall of water rushing toward the bridge. In what seemed like slow motion, she watched as the wall of water battered against the bridge and swept it away.

Rachel pulled off to the side of the road, flicked on the emergency flashers, and got out of the car, taking the flashlight from the glove compartment with her. She walked a few feet back toward where the bridge had been. She shone the flashlight ahead of her and saw that the bridge was gone. Where there'd once  been a covered bridge, now there were only a few jagged planks hanging down the embankment.

God, what should I do now? she thought. I guess I really have no choice—I just keep on going to the Mallorys. And boy, was I lucky!
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VICKY 

Sunday Evening

Vicky still stood there, blocking the doorway, eyeing the two women standing by Adam. In the dim light of the small room, Vicky could see the angry look on Adam's face. 

As she studied her brother, she realized he wasn't going to let her get away with this without a struggle It was time to bring out the big guns, so to speak, she sniggered to herself. She reached into her shoulder purse and drew out the small revolver she'd bought at the pawnshop down the street from the Pierpont.

Vicky noticed that Tyler was the first one to see the oily looking weapon she held at her side. Ty had gasped in shock at seeing the gun, her cry immediately catching Alyssa's and Adam's attention.

Adam moved slowly in Vicky's direction, reaching out toward her as he said in a soft, pleading voice, “Vicky, give that gun to me right now—someone could get hurt—”

Vicky raised the gun to point it at Adam's head and hissed, “Get back—get back now or someone definitely will get hurt!”

61

ADAM

Sunday Evening

Adam stopped in mid-stride, convinced that Vicky meant business. He stared at the gun, gleaming metallically in his face. 

How on earth was he going to get them all of this mess? And why was Vicky acting this way?
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NATE

Sunday Evening

Standing outside the door to the little room, Nate was shocked to hear Adam tell Vicky to give the gun to him. 

Gun! Oh my God, Nate screamed silently to himself, she's got a gun! I should have known—God, I should have known. 

What am I going to do now?

He debated whether to rush into the room and try to disarm Vicky, and hope that the element of surprise would keep her from firing the gun.

He decided that was too big a risk to take with Ty's and Alyssa's safety.
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ELLIOTT

Sunday Evening

Elliott and Joanna were waiting together in the hall, close to the front door, when the doorbell rang. They both hurried over and Elliott opened the door. Dr. Eisenberg stood there, a serious look on her face.

“Come in, Dr. Eisenberg,” Elliott said, stepping aside to let her in. “Thank you for coming to help.” He introduced Joanna to Dr. Eisenberg, then quickly told the psychiatrist as much as he knew. 

When he finished with his hasty recitation, Elliott led Dr. Eisenberg toward the basement door. Joanna walked along beside them and said in a determined tone of voice,  “I'm coming down there with you, Elliott.” 

“No, Cuz, you're not,” Elliott said firmly but kindly.

“Elliott, that's my daughter down there—and she's all I have...” Joanna's voice trailed off as she wiped away a tear trickling down her cheek.

“Please trust me—I love Alyssa too and I'll make sure she's okay.” Elliott patted Joanna's arm as he said, “ The fewer people we have down there, the easier the situation will be to handle. Now, you go back in there with your Dad and Kit and the rest of them and tell them everything is going to be all right.”

He watched his cousin go back into the living room, then turned to Dr. Eisenberg. “Before we go downstairs, I need to call my deputy to get some back-up out here.”

He went over the phone in the hallway while Rachel waited a few feet away. His back was turned to her and she couldn't make out his words.

Finsihed with his phone call, he walked slowly toward Dr. Eisenberg, frown lines creasing his forehead. 

Without a word, Elliott opened the basement door and preceded Dr. Eisenberg down the dimly lit steps. At the bottom of the steps, they both paused and looked around to get their bearings.

Elliott heard a faint murmur of voices off to the right and with a gesture he led Dr. Eisenberg in that direction.

On one side of the cellar, about twenty feet away, they saw a figure standing close to a half-opened door, out of which was spilling a dim light. Elliott recognized the figure as Nate Harris and gestured toward him, indicating that he should join them.

Nate walked quickly but silently over to where Elliott and Dr. Eisenberg stood.

“What's going on?” Elliott said into Nate's ear, in a barely audible whisper.

Nate replied in kind, whispering in Elliott's ear. “Vicky's got a gun pointed at them.”

Elliott groaned faintly and said softly, “Dammit, I was afraid of something like that.” He turned to Dr. Eisenberg and said, “Dr. Eisenberg, do you want to give it a try?”

Rachel nodded and whispered, “I'll see what I can do.”

She walked over toward the half-open door to the small room, followed by Elliott and Nate.

At the doorway, she paused and said in a soft voice, “Adam, are you in there? It's Dr. Eisenberg.” Before she could say or do anything else, Vicky Zielinski appeared in the doorway, with one hand behind her back, to hide the gun, Rachel assumed.

In a low, angry voice, Vicky addressed the doctor. “Just leave us alone! My brother and I need to talk. All of you, go on upstairs.”

Vicky started back into the room but before she could shut the door behind her, Rachel called out, “Vicky, I understand that you want to speak to your brother. But please, let the two women come with me—you don't need them there.”

In answer to Rachel's plea, Vicky slammed the door in the doctor's face.

The three of them—Elliott, Nate, and Rachel—stood outside the closed door, speechless and not knowing what to do next. Then, Elliott motioned to them to follow him away from the door, over closer to the staircase. 

“What now?” Dr. Eisenberg asked in a whisper.

Elliott slowly shook his head, whispering in reply, “I don't know. I've called for back-up but my deputy tells me the bridge over the Sage is out.”

Dr. Eisenberg murmured a soft, “Yes, that's right—I forgot—I'm sure that mine was the last car to make it over the bridge before it was washed away.”

Elliott said, “Let's go upstairs and tell them what's happening—or rather, not happening—down here.”
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VICKY

Sunday Evening

Inside the small airless room, Vicky held the gun on her captives. She wasn't sure what to do now but she didn't want any of them to know that. She glanced around, then asked Adam if he had a flashlight. 

“Yeah—here on the floor,” he answered.

Vicky reached out a hand and Adam picked the flashlight off the floor and put it into her outstretched hand.

Somewhat awkwardly, because of the gun in her right hand, she flicked the flashlight on and shone it around the walls of the room. On the outside wall she found what she'd been hoping for—a small window high up on the wall. For a couple of moments she stood deep in thought, planning her next actions. Then with a determined nod of her head, she said out loud, “Okay, I think I can make this work.”

Adam started to ask what she was talking about, but Vicky interrupted him mid-sentence.

“Adam, look around here and find something we can use to tie someone up.”

Adam started to refuse but stopped when Vicky glared at him and said in a hiss of a voice, “Don't mess with me or someone's going to get seriously hurt.”

On a shelf in the corner of the room, Adam found several coils of electrical wiring, stiff with age, but still serviceable enough to use to restrain someone.

“Tie up Tyler,” Vicky commanded, “and be quick about it.”

Awkwardly, Adam approached Tyler, who was sitting on the floor next to Alyssa. He knelt down beside Ty and started gently wrapping the stiff wire around her torso. In a whisper, he said, “Don't be scared—I'll think of something to get you and the girl out of this.”

Vicky shouted at Adam, “What did you say to her?” Adam didn't answer and Vicky said in an angry voice, “Don't talk to her and don't talk to the girl.” 

When Adam had used up one of the coils of wiring on Tyler, he picked up another one, as if to tie up the girl.

“No,” came the bark from Vicky, “the girl's going with us.”

“What do you mean?” Adam demanded. “Going with us where?”

“Outside,” Vicky answered succinctly. Then she pointed upward toward the small window with the still-shining flashlight. “We're going through that window.”

“Vicky, why are you doing this? Look, I'll go anywhere with you—I'll do whatever you want—but please leave the two of them alone—leave them here.”

“No,” came Vicky's terse reply. “The girl is my insurance.”
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TYLER

Sunday Evening

Tyler watched in horror as Vicky prodded Adam in the chest with the gun. Adam instinctively moved back a step but Vicky moved with him, as she said, “Move this cabinet to over there under the window. We'll use it to climb on to get out of here.”

After just a moment's hesitation, Adam obediently shoved and pushed the wooden cabinet screechingly across the concrete cellar floor. 

As she watched Adam, Ty tried to to shift her bound-up arms to relieve some of the pressure of the cords wrapped around her torso. 

At least Adam hadn't wrapped the cords so tightly that they were painful, Ty thought gratefully. But nonetheless, she was securely restrained.
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Adam

Sunday Evening

When Adam had positioned the cabinet directly beneath the small window, Vicky commanded him to climb up on it and open the window.

He did as he ordered, having difficulty getting the window, opaque with dust from years of disuse, open. It had probably been years since the window was opened—indeed if it ever had been. Finally after much pulling and banging and yanking, the window opened a crack—then Adam was able to force it open the rest of the way.

“Okay, now climb out and wait for us,” Vicky ordered. “I'll send the girl next—but don't even think about escaping. Remember, I can still do some damage to your old girlfriend Ty here—and don't think I won't.”

After much struggling, Adam finally managed to maneuver himself out of the tiny window—scraping himself painfully in several places in the process.

Outside, lying in the grass and bushes next to the foundation of the Mallory house, he noticed that although the rain had stopped, everything was dripping wet. The night air was chilly, almost cold, and he shivered in his short-sleeved tee shirt. Overhead, the moon, almost a full one, played hide and seek with the passing clouds.

In the faint light coming from the cellar, Adam saw an arm protruding through the open window and he crawled over to help the girl out the window. She too had difficulty getting out the small aperture but finally made it, ending up in a heap on the ground. 

Adam knelt beside the girl, patting her shoulder in an attempt to reassure her. A moment later, he saw a hand toss the flashlight through the window onto the ground, then Vicky's head appeared. Reluctantly, Adam helped his sister through the window, inwardly glad when she groaned aloud at her scraped arms and legs.

Once they were all out of the basement and on their feet, Vicky turned on the flashlight and said in a low voice, “This way—toward the road.”

Adam and Alyssa followed behind her. Adam could hear a faint whimper from Alyssa and he turned to the girl and put his arm comfortingly around her shoulders. She was shivering, both from the chill night air and from fear, Adam surmised.

He wondered if there was any way he and the girl could make a break for it, maybe head into the woods. But he was afraid to try anything, for fear that Vicky would follow through on her threat to shoot the girl if either of them tried anything.

He couldn't figure out what was going on—why Vicky was acting this way, what she hoped to accomplish—and how could she think she could get away with anything.

Adam started to ask Vicky where she was taking them but stopped in midsentence when he heard a dull, thundering noise, almost like the roar of a freight train.

He heard Alyssa's shriek of terror—“The creek is flooded!” she screamed. “The water is headed this way!” Vicky whirled around toward the girl and demanded “What are you talking about?”

“Over there,” Alyssa gasped, pointing off in the distance. “See the water coming across the field.”

Adam and Vicky looked in the direction the girl was pointing. A black blanket of water was rushing in their direction. 

Vicky looked frantically around the grounds of the Mallory estate, looking for an escape route.

“This way!” Adam yelled, reaching out for Alyssa's arm But Alyssa had other ideas. She raced toward the gazebo setting in the middle of the garden.

Adam and Vicky started to follow but the water reached their feet and chased them further into the grounds. About fifty yards from the gazebo was an elaborate concrete fountain that Adam remembered from his teenager days of working here on the grounds. He climbed up on the rim of the fountain and reached down to pull Vicky up beside him. The water rushed around the base of the fountain, several feet deep.

Across the expanse of black water, Adam yelled to Alyssa, “Are you all right?”

She called back, “Yes, I think so.”

Beside him, Adam could hear Vicky crying, loud, racking sobs that tore at his heart. He reached out and put an arm around her, noticicing that she no longer carried the flashlight—evidently she'd lost it in her headlong rush to safety. But she still clutched the small revolver tightly in her hand.

“'Vick, hush, don't cry—everything will be all right,” Adam said soothingly.

In between sobs, Vicky gasped out, “No, you don't understand—nothing will ever be all right for me. It never will be.”

She continued to sob and Adam tried to quiet her down.

“Come on, Sis, tell me what this is all about—maybe I can help.”

“Nobody can help—nobody,” she gasped. “I had to do it. I had no choice. I couldn't stand him touching me anymore. I couldn't bear his drunken hands pawing me.”

Adam slowly shook his head, deeply puzzled, not knowing what Vicky was talking about. 

“I was trying to hit him with the frying pan, to keep him away from me. But Momma tried to stop me and I shoved her away from me and she hit her head on the stove and fell down. Even that didn't stop him so I finally hit him in the head with frying pan and that stopped him. The grease in the frying pan caught on fire and I ran out of there and didn't stop running till I got to the highway.”

Adam was speechless. He'd finally realized that Vicky was telling him what had happened the night their mother and stepfather had died.

My God! It had been Vicky who'd killed them, not him. And all these years she'd not told anyone—she'd let him spend the past nineteen years of his life locked up in an insance asylum for something he hadn't done. 

For a moment, Adam felt a wave of red-hot rage sweep over him. He wanted to reach out and choke the life out of Vicky, the way Plankton had choked the life out of him. But he clenched his fists at his side and tried to control his anger.

“You weren't supposed to get better,” Vicky screamed at him. “You were just supposed to stay that way and never get better. Now—now I have to—I have to get rid of you—I have to, don't you see—just like him and Momma.”

Vicky lifted the gun and pointed it at Adam's chest. Before she could pull the trigger, Adam reached out and tried to wrench the gun out of her hand. But as he did, the gun went off.

67

JOANNA

Sunday Evening

Upstairs in the living room, the small group of five people sat in front of the fireplace. Brad and Leslie sat close together on the sofa, staring into the fire. Kit sat in a chair next to the sofa and Joanna sat on the arm of her dad's chair, with her hand resting on his shoulder. 

Jo knew that each of them felt a special connection to Alyssa, even Brad and Leslie. Les had just finished saying that she supposed that Alyssa somehow filled their parenting needs.

“Just hang on, daughter,” Enos Graham said soothingly. “Everything will be all right—Elliott will make sure of that.”

“Oh Dad, I'm so worried about Alyssa—she's so precious—and Tyler, my dear Tyler.” Joanna stood up and walked toward the wall of windows overlooking the grounds of the Mallory estate. Kit also stood up and walked over beside her daughter-in-law.

“We need to have faith, my dear,” Kit murmured to her. “We have to believe that our baby is going to be all right.”

Joanna reached out a hand to Kit and the two women stood there close together, tears on their cheeks.

At the sound of voices in the hallway, they both turned around. When Jo saw Elliott with Nate and Dr. Eisenberg behind him, she rushed over to the confront the small group.

“What's going on? Is Alyssa all right?” She threw the frantic questions at Elliott, her voice breaking on the last word.

“I'm pretty sure she's okay,” Elliott answered gently. He hesitated, debating how much to tell his cousin, then decided he didn't have the right to withhold any information. “The bad news is that Vicky has a gun and is unwilling to let either Alyssa or Tyler go free.”

Joanna had gasped at the word gun and grabbed Elliott's arm, saying “A gun? Vicky has a gun? Oh God, what are we going to do?” She turned around as she heard her father and Kit come up behind her. “She has a gun, Dad,” she moaned to Doc Graham.

Brad and Leslie goined the group gathered in the doorway, and Brad say to Elliott, “What can we do to help?”

“Well, we're on our own, at least for a little while. When I called for back-up, they told me the bridge is out and they're going to have to take the long way around to get here—that means at least half an hour and maybe an hour before we get any help. And that's too long—we're going to have to do something ourselves,” Elliott said in a determined voice.

“Brad, you and Nate wait here a  moment while I get some things out of my car—then we'll go down in the basement.”

Minutes later, Elliott was back, carrying two over-sized stainless steel police issue flashlights and his service revolver with an extra clip of ammunition.

He handed Nate and Brad each a flashlight and said, “Okay, let's go.”

Joanna followed behind, saying, “I'm coming along this time,” in a tone that brooked no argument.

Elliott hesitated, then said in a resigned voice, “All right, but stay well in back of us.”
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Sunday Evening

Just before Vicky had climbed out the tiny window, she'd pushed and shoved Tyler across the concrete floor into an old, unused coal bin that adjoined the small room. Ty  heard the door slam shut and then she was in total darkness. She heard some metallic noises and wondered if Vicky was somehow locking the coalbin door.

Leaning against the cold and damp stone wall of the coalbin, Ty squirmed and wiggled, trying to loosen the electrical cord that bound her arms to her side and her ankles together. But her struggles only made the cord twist painfully into her arms. 

Ty tried not to panic in the closed-in place. She took a deep breath, then another, to quiet her racing heart. Suddenly she held her breath, the better to listen. She thought she heard a faint something on the other side of the door. She did hear something! Soft footsteps, then a low murmur. Had Vicky come back for some reason?

She heard the door rattling and then a crashing noise as it opened. A bright light shone in her eyes and she twisted her head away from the blinding beam of a flashlight.

“Ty!” A voice cried out. Nate's voice. In a moment he was kneeling by her side, asking frantically, “Sweetheart, are you all right?”

For a moment Ty couldn't answer, speechless at being called sweetheart by Nate. When she finally found her voice and tried to speak, she began to cry instead.

Elliott came and knelt next to Nate and together they unwrapped the cords binding Ty's arms to her side. Joanna came up to them and said to Ty in a desperate voice, “Where are they? Where's Alyssa? Is she all right?”

Ty rubbed her arms where the cords had dug into them and said, “They went out through that little window in there—all three of them. Vicky has a gun—and I'm afraid of what she might do.”

Elliott said to Joanna, “Where's the door to the outside?”

Jo said, “It's on the other side of the basement.”

Elliott said, Jo, you stay here and take care of Ty—get her upstaris and have your dad take a look at her. Nate and Brad, let's go.”
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Sunday Evening

Alyssa screamed as the sound of the gunshot rang out. She clung to the railing of the gazebo as the water swirled past her. Somewhere out there was that woman with that gun. Hopefully, she wouldn't be able to get through the water over here to the gazebo. She hoped that the man was all right—he hadn't been too bad. It was the woman she was really afraid of.

Off in the distance, she heard another noise—the sound of something swishing through the water. Then she saw two bright beans of light coming toward her. She prayed that it was someone coming to rescue her.

“I'm over here,” she shouted in the direction of the lights.

“Alyssa, is that you?” camed an answering shout. Alyssa thought it was her cousin Elliott's voice.

“Yes, I'm here in the gazebo,” she shouted in return.

After some splashing sounds, Elliott and Nate and Brad finally reached the gazebo. They climbed out of the knee-deep water and stood on the steps next to where Alyssa clung.

“Are you all right, little one?” Elliott asked gently.

“I think so but I someone else may not be. I heard a gunshot a few minutes ago...” her voice trailed off.

“We heard it too,” Elliott said. “Could you tell what direction it was coming from?”

Alyssa hesitated before saying tentatively, “I think it came from the direction of the garden, where that big fountain thing is. But I can't be sure.”

“You wait here while we investigate,” Elliott directed her. “Don't go out in the water without us—you could very easily lose your footing and fall. It's not very deep but it's also not very safe.”
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Sunday Evening

With both flashlights shining ahead of them, the three men trudged through the water in the direction Alyssa had indicated.

After a few minutes, Elliott stopped, listening. “Did either of you hear anything?”

Nate and Brad both said no, then Elliott said, “Listen, there it is again,” and started walking in the direction of the sounds he heard.

Thye reached the fountain and saw Adam leaning against the side, clutching Vicky's limp body in his arms.

The sound Elliott heard had been Adam's voice trying to soothe Vicky, saying, “Everything's going to be okay Vick—you'll be fine—I'll take care of you—nobody will ever hurt you again.”
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KIT and DOC

Monday Dawn

It was dawn before Kit and Doc were able to head back to their homes. Joanna had tried to get them both to stay there and get some sleep but they'd both insisted on going home.

“When you get to be our ages, daughter, you want to sleep in your own bed. Besides, the bridge is out and we have to go the long way around so we might as well get started.”

They rode along in silence for a long while, each thinking back over wht had happened during the past few hours

Vicky's struggle with Adam over the gun had ended her life. Once they'd all gotten back to the Mallory house, Adam had told Elliott of Vicky's confession about that night nineteen years ago.

Dr. Eisenberg had been sitting by Adam's side as he talked, and she interrupted him briefly to say, “I'd begun to think that you hadn't committed the murders—when we weren't able to uncover any memories.”

Elliott had entrusted Adam into Rachel's care and custody until such time as all the red tape and bureaucracy could give him back his freedom. Elliott and Rachel and Adam had left the Mallory home at the same time.

Nate had been the first to leave, wanting to get to the office to write the story for the early edition of the paper. He and Tyler had spent a few moments alone together, long enough for Nate to let her know how worried he'd been about her and for her to tell him she was finally ready for some kind of commitment to a relationship.

Ty stayed for a few minutes after Nate's departure, then she too had driven home.

Jo put Alyssa to bed, then sat talking with Brad and Les and Kit and Doc until they'd all been overcome by fits of yawning.

As they neared her condominium in downtown Rivermont, Kit had cleared her throat to get Doc's attention.

“I've been thinking,” she began tentatively.

“So have I,” Doc responded.

Kit smiled in the dark interior of the car and said, “Is it possible we've both been thinking the same thing.”

“Eminently possible, my dear. Great minds think alike and all that.” Doc paused, then continued. “It wouldn't serve any good purpose for Tyler and Adam to know that Alyssa is their daughter. And it certainly wouldn't benefit the girl. Besides, she has two wonderful surrogate grandparents—what more could she need?”

THE END
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