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Tom
Friday
Tom Richards stood at the front door, looking toward the wooded hills that surrounded his house. It was almost 7 p.m. on a Friday evening at the beginning of October.
He'd come back here to live a little over a year ago, creating for himself an isolated life that suited him. He'd made a friend or two, and there was always Michael, his long-time lawyer and friend.

He knew most people wouldn't like his life. They'd go crazy at the quiet sameness. As he thought about that, he smiled to himself, a quirky smile where just the left side of his mouth turned up. 
Giving his head a slight shake, he went out on the front porch and sat in one of the white wooden rockers. It was dusk, to him a melancholyeHeh time. The cicadas chattered their chorus, and fireflies darted in and out of the tall weeds that led up to the woods. He remembered the fun he had as a kid, catching them in glass jelly jars.

His dog Susie, a Sheltie of indeterminate age, nudged at the screen door and let herself out, one of her tricks. Susie had appeared on the doorstep of his southern California home four years ago and had been with him since. She curled up at his feet, her head resting lightly on his left shoe.
He rocked and reached down to pet Susie's head. He'd gone to the post office this afternoon, as he did most days except Sundays, to pick up his mail. Besides the daily Post-Dispatch newspaper and the monthly electric bill, in his post office box he found an envelope with the return address of the Rivermont High School Alumni Association.

How had they found him? he wondered. He'd thought that with Michael's help he'd buried his past so deeply that was he was unfindable. So much for that fantasy...
The letter was stuck in his shirt pocket, unopened, as if he didn't read it, it didn't exist -- so much for reality...

He fiddled with the envelope, wanting to toss it in the trash, unread.

He thought about high school and grinned, thinking of the quote, "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times." 

"That about sums up high school!" he said out loud, waking up Susie. She stood up, stretched and ruffed, cocked her head up at him, as if asking if it might be time for a run or a game of throw the stick and lose it.

"Okay, girl, let's have some fun." Tom stood up, stretched as Susie had done, and walked down the six steps into what passed for a front yard.

He found a stick of suitable size and gave it a gentle toss in the direction of the woods. Susie ruffed again, looked up adoringly at him, and took off at a trot to try to locate the stick in the dim evening twilight. They went through this same routine a few more times, as they did most evenings when the weather cooperated.
Back inside after their play, Tom and Susie settled in the living room, Tom perched on the piano bench and Susie again curled up at his feet.

The centerpiece of the living room was the gleaming black baby grand piano. It was one of the few things, other than some clothes and personal items, that Tom had brought with him when he returned home from southern California.

He'd given away everything he'd owned, to friends, acquaintances, and even to actual strangers. His largesse had amounted to hundreds of thousands of dollars and had occurred at the nadir of his life, when all he wanted was to escape from the destruction of his life.

The house was close to empty, with just the bare necessities in furniture and appliances. The spartan sparseness was deliberate.

There was only one mirror in the house, the requisite one over the bathroom sink. Tom looked in the mirror as little as possible, to shave and to make sure his hair was combed and not sticking up on end. He knew all too well how he appeared to the outside world -- looking older than his 43 years with his thick white hair and the crinkles at the corner of his brilliant green eyes and around his mouth. His eyes were his most distinguishing feature -- memorable in their color and shine.
Despite, or perhaps because of, all the grief he'd caused himself, Tom had reached the point where he was grateful for his past and present and looked forward to his future. He often thought, no matter what, I wouldn't have missed any of it. You take what pieces you have and cobble together a life out of them. 

Tom Richards grew up in an evangelical orphanage.  He was one of the kids who was actually "left on the doorstep." The orphanage was run by Mrs. Claybaugh, the wife of the evangelical pastor. Reverend and Mrs. Claybaugh had no children and the orphans were their family.

The church, the orphanage and the manse were all on the grounds of what had once been an estate on the outskirts of Rivermont, a midwest city located on the Sage River. The estate's owner had willed all his wealth to the evangelical church. The will directed that the money in the bequest was to be used to build a new chapel and an orphanage. The donor had been an orphan himself. 

Mrs. Claybaugh was the church organist and an accomplished pianist. Because she loved music and loved sharing the gift of music, she offered piano lessons to any of the children in the orphanage who were interested. She thought of them as children and never referred to them as orphans. Soon after his ninth birthday Tom had taken advantage of the piano lessons and had found he really liked playing. He became Mrs. Claybaugh's best pupil -- she told the Reverend that Tom was the best student she'd ever had. She also told her husband that there was something so sweetly special about Tom and that she knew good things were sure to happen for the boy. 

From Mrs. Claybaugh, in addition to learning to read music and learning that he had the gift of playing by ear, Tom learned that he could be loved. To him that was his greatest lesson, the one that he cherished all his life. 

A few years after he started piano, Tom also learned to play the guitar. One day in junior high, he'd missed the school bus and had to walk home. On the way, he'd walked past an overflowing dumpster and there on the top of the trash was a guitar. He'd reached up, managed to grab the guitar and took it down. He wondered why someone had pitched it -- the strings were broken but that could be fixed.

Well, it's mine now, he'd thought. He held it carefully under his arm and headed home to the orphanage.

A few days later, he'd once again missed the school bus but it was deliberate this time. There was a small music shop on a side street close to the school and he headed towards it. He wanted to look at guitar strings.

The music shop owner, Hank Phillips, was a balding man somewhere in his 50's. When the door to his shop opened, Hank saw in front of him a too-skinny kid with a shock of thick dark hair that tumbled over his forehead and that he kept pushing back.
The boy told the music storeowner how he'd rescued a guitar that someone had thrown in the trash but that the strings were broken. He asked how much new strings would cost.

The old man thought a moment before answering. The boy's clothes were clean but well-worn. He certainly didn't look like he had the money to pay for guitar strings.

"You know," the man said slowly, "I wonder if I could interest you in a job. I could use someone to do some sweeping up and stocking the shelves -- that kind of thing. It wouldn't pay much but it would sure cover the cost of guitar strings, plus if the person was interested, I could throw in a few guitar lessons."

The look on the boy's face made Hank's heart ache. That night, as he and wife ate dinner, he told her, "Mildred, I wish you could have seen those bright eyes and that smile -- 1,000 watts, at least."

So began a close relationship between the man and the boy that lasted until the day the 18-year-old boy left town to follow his music. 
Off and on over the years, Tom stayed in touch with Mr. Phillips, as he always called him. But eventually, as he flushed his life down the toilet, Tom deliberately broke off contact with the man who had meant so much to him. 
A year ago, when Tom returned to the Rivermont area, he'd done some checking and learned that Mrs. Phillips had passed away several years ago. But Mr. Phillips was still around, retired from the music store, but still busy and healthy.

Tom thought Mr. Phillips probably wouldn't want anything to do with him, but he still felt the tug towards the man who'd shown him kindness. Unsure and hesitant when reaching outside himself, Tom had written a note saying he was back in town and asking if he could visit sometime.

Mr. Phillips had written back right away, giving Tom his phone number and asking him to call so they could get together.

Tom was touched by his friend's welcoming letter, with its cramped writing and formal wording. They'd resumed their relationship, now not so much one of pupil and teacher, but as friends.

Melinda
Friday
Melinda Davenport sat at her desk, high heels off, feet propped on an open drawer. It was the end of a long day, at the end of a long week. Lawyering was demanding work, she told herself. But what fun I have!

She had one more phone call to make before she left for the day. The number of the private security firm she kept on retainer was on her speed dial -- one ring, two rings, three rings. Melinda tapped her pen impatiently on the desktop.

As the fourth ring began, someone picked up and said, "Brandon Investigations."

"Brandon, is that you? It's Melinda Davenport."

"Melinda, what a pleasure! How have you been?" Jeffrey Brandon greeted one of his top clients.

"I've been good. Brandon, I have an assignment for you, something personal, not connected with the firm."
"Oh?" The interest was evident in the tone of his one word reply.

Melinda paused a moment before answering, trying to decide how she wanted to handle this. 

"Brandon, I need to talk with you in person about this particular assignment. It's delicate. Do you have a few minutes now?"

It was 7 o'clock on a Friday evening but Melinda assumed, correctly as it turned out, that Jeffrey Brandon would put aside whatever plans he might have in order to meet with her.

"Of course, Melinda. Are you still in your office? Do you want me to come over there?"

"Yes, if you could please. This is extremely confidential and I don't want to talk about it on the phone."

"I was just on my way home. I can double back and be there in about 10 minutes."

Melinda thanked him for his flexibility and hung up.  She stood up, stepped into her shoes, and walked over to look out the window.

For almost 25 years, she'd kept this secret. Now she was afraid it was going to blow up in her face. At the time it all started, she'd wanted to confide in her best friend, Jenny Travis, but had known that Jenny would have refused to keep the secret. Jenny would have insisted that Melinda tell the truth and tell everyone affected what she had done and was doing. So Melinda had told no one, because other than Jenny, there was no one.

She went over to a cabinet where she kept several bottles of wine. She poured herself a half glass of red and sipped slowly. As she waited for Jeffrey Brandon, she thought back to what had precipitated her call to him.
Early that afternoon, she'd had a call from Serena Scanlon, a client and friend.

"Melinda, it's Serena. Do you have a moment to talk?"

"Darling Serena -- for you, I have all the time in the world!" Melinda grimaced as she said the words. Actually, she had no time -- she was already late for this afternoon's partners' meeting.

But Serena Scanlon always took priority.

There was no response from the other end of the line. Melinda said, "Serena, are you there?" When there was still no response, Melinda said, rather sharply, "Serena?"

"I'm sorry, Melinda," Serena answered. Melinda could hear the tears in her voice. 

"Serena, please tell me what's wrong. You're scaring me."

"It's Samantha." Serena said and then stopped.

"What about Samantha? Is she okay? Has there been an accident? Is she ill? Serena, for God's sake, tell me what's wrong!"

"No, it's nothing like that. But it's worse than any of those things."

"Serena, do you want me to come over there?" Melinda offered.
"Yes, please," Serena said softly. "We need to talk, now."

Melinda
Friday
Melinda had driven the 10 or so miles to the Scanlon estate faster than was prudent. Her mind was frantically trying to figure out what the problem could be with Samantha. Serena was not what Melinda considered an alarmist so if Serena was upset or worried, she had good reason.
Melinda and Serena had known one another since high school. They came from different family backgrounds, and from different parts of town. Serena was the pampered child of a wealthy family. Melinda was the only child of a single mother, at a time and in a town, where single mothers were few and far between and looked down upon.

Both Melinda and Serena had been top students in their class academically. They became friends over time as they shared the same classes and activities. Their interests were similar even though their life circumstances were so dissimilar.

Despite her privileged background, Serena had insisted on attending the Rivermont public schools -- not wanting anything to do with the snobbery of private school for her. She had a mind of her own and her parents had respected that.

After high school graduation, they'd both attended Mizzou, Melinda on a scholarship and Serena because she wanted to go where her friend was going. Serena could have attended any university she wanted but chose the state school to be with Melinda.

At her parents' insistence, Serena had pledged her mother's sorority as a legacy and had lived in the sorority house most of her time at school. Melinda lived in one of the residence halls and earned spending money by working in the dining hall. 

Serena studied elementary education, planning to become a grade school teacher, even though eventually her trust fund would provide more money than she could ever spend. Her family had enough money so that she would never have to work a day in her life. 
For Melinda, it was a different story altogether. Her mother had no money to help with college. Melinda worked two part-time jobs and never had enough money or enough time. She hadn't found out until years later, that through her college years, Serena had arranged for her to receive scholarships and financial aid. 

For her undergraduate degree, Melinda majored in political science and pre-law. Through years of watching movies and television, she'd been in awe at the power seemingly wielded by attorneys, and she wanted her share of that power

In her senior year, Serena met James Scanlon the Third, also a senior, and a member of one of the top fraternities on campus. They'd fallen in love, at first sight, they liked to say, although it may have been at second or third sight. They were married a month after graduation. And despite her teaching degree, Serena never again stepped foot in a classroom until her own children were in school.
James Scanlon came from a Rivermont family as wealthy as Serena's own. Both their families were delighted at the match and were especially happy at the fact that the couple would be living in Rivermont.

Melinda had stayed at Mizzou for law school and had graduated second in her class. She married the young man who was first in the class, but only because she was pregnant. She had an abhorrence of abortion and would not consider terminating the pregnancy. The marriage lasted less than a year -- their personalities were so diametrically opposed that Melinda wondered how they ever ended up in bed together in the first place. After the divorce, Todd Davenport had provided child support until Taylor graduated from college, although he had never spent much time with his daughter.
Melinda had successfully juggled motherhood with her legal career. To her surprise, she fell totally and forever in love with her baby daughter Taylor the moment she first held her in her arms. 
For the first few years of Taylor's life, Melinda had pieced together a combination of babysitters, day care and pre-school. By the time Taylor started kindergarten, Melinda had made partner at the law firm and was able to afford a nanny / housekeeper, Helen Vaughan. Helen was still with her, almost 40 years later, although she was now retired and living in a first-floor apartment in the Davenport home.
Melinda's first job as an attorney was in the state capital. She worked as an aide for one of the state senators, a position that James Scanlon had recommended her for. She and Taylor had lived in Jefferson City for three years before returning to Rivermont for a job that James Scanlon had also arranged. It was with the law firm that handled his and Serena's affairs. Melinda had long ago turned most of the day-to-day activities connected with the Scanlons over to junior associates. She had carved a specialized niche for herself in the law firm catering to celebrity clients and had garnered both revenue and notoriety for herself and the firm. At first the senior partners had resisted the type of clients and media attention Melinda attracted to the firm. But her success had provided considerable profit for the firm, and she was eventually recognized and well-rewarded for her efforts.
Melinda had never remarried, never even got close. She'd enjoyed discreet relationships over the years, careful to keep them out of the public eye. She hadn't wanted more children -- Taylor was all she needed.
As Taylor grew older, she and Melinda had the usual mother - daughter struggles. But what happened 25 years ago had irrevocably changed their relationship. For awhile, Melinda thought they'd never be close again. But gradually over the years they'd come to an accommodation, as Melinda termed it.
Melinda's ambition hadn't left room for leisure activities and friendships. Her life was her career and her daughter -- with a few other things thrown into the mix here and there.

She had one close friend, Jenny Travis, who'd been in her life since their girls, Lee and Taylor, started kindergarten together. 

Jenny was now a relatively successful romance writer, and Melinda had been instrumental in jump-starting Jenny's career. One of Melinda's clients was a literary agent, Patricia Bryce, based in Rivermont. Melinda had asked the agent to look at Jenny's work.ny
"I could ask this as a personal favor, Pat," Melissa had declared, "but that would be insulting Jenny's ability. I'm asking you to read her novel because of her talent, not because she's my friend." That hadn't been strictly true. As a friend, Melinda had wanted to do everything she could for Jenny. And if that meant applying gentle pressure on a client who could be helpful to Jenny, so be it.
Patricia had agreed with Melinda's assessment of Jenny's talent. She'd easily sold Jenny's romance novel to one of the ma small but successful  publishers of paperback romances. That had started a long and lucrative relationship that continued to today. 
Taylor

Friday

It was almost 9 p.m. on a Friday evening at the beginning of October when Taylor was finally ready to go out for a run. She had a job first thing Saturday morning and had wanted to get her things packed up and in her Toyota pick-up. It took longer than she expected and now she wondered if she should forego her run. But she loved the high of running on the deserted roads in Edelweiss, especially this late in the evening. Everyone was tucked inside and she'd have the whole place to herself.

She set her iPod to play Vivaldi and then stuck it in her jeans pocket. She did a few half-hearted stretches and leg lifts and then trotted off down the main Edelweiss road. Her long curly auburn hair was skinned back in a pony tail, her usual hairstyle, tied with a phosphorescent green scarf that showed up well in the darkness.
The Vivaldi soothed her, smoothing out the wrinkles of the day, and calming her. She was looking forward to tomorrow's job. It was a referral from a satisfied client, the best kind. 
For the past couple of years, Taylor had been in business for herself, running a unique concierge service, which translated into doing whatever people were willing to pay her to do. She ran errands, did personal shopping, even sometimes babysat pampered pets when their owners were traveling or otherwise occupied.
Tomorrow's gig was one of the new organizational projects she'd recently begun to specialize in. She seemed to possess an organizing gene lacking in many folks that enabled her to sort her way through others' belongings and identify what needed to go and what should stay. She devised effective filing and storage systems for the client and then organized everything into the systems. The wrap-up part of the job was teaching the client how to maintain the system. One of the perks of her service was Taylor's willingness to provide ongoing motivational support when a client became discouraged and started to accumulate a mess again. What usually happened was that the client hired her for a return engagement. One of her worst cases had arranged for Taylor to make brief weekly visits to organize the mail, purchases, papers and other things had come in during the week.
She ran along the road, sometimes waving her arms in time to the Vivaldi as though she were the orchestra conductor. Sure glad no one's out here to see the crazy lady waving her arms in time to unheard music, she thought, grinning. 
The Vivaldi ended and she lifted the iPod out of her pocket to set it to play again. The little device was more than half filled even though it was the one with the most memory, an extravagant over-the-top birthday present from her Mom. Taylor had transferred all her music from her former iPod onto the new one. Her most recent project was to download audio books from the e-book selection at the county library. She loved books on tape and books on iPod were even better.
Her cell phone, clipped to her waistband, vibrated. She slipped it out of the holder and looked at the number of the caller. It was her Mom.  For a moment, Taylor was tempted to let the call go to voice mail. She wasn't in the mood for her Mom's loving but relentless scrutiny of her life.
Taylor loved her Mom but struggled to maintain the proper distance between them. Now, she put a smile into her voice, pressed the send key on the little phone, and said in her cheeriest voice, "Hi Mom! How's it going?"
"Fine, honey, just fine. How are you?" 

"I'm good," Taylor said, then in some surprise realized she was good, and repeated, "I'm good."

Melinda seemed to recognize the honesty of Taylor's response because she said, "I'm glad. You know when you're good, I'm good. What are you doing?"

Taylor laughed and asked, "Besides talking to you, I'm out here running along the bluff road. I got caught up in things and was late getting out here for my run. And don't say anything about it not being safe to be out here at night -- you know as well as I do that Edelweiss is a gated community and as safe as it gets."

Melinda ignored Taylor's comment and started talking about a new case she'd just taken on that day. "I'm going to be really buried for the next couple of months so not to worry if you don't hear much from me."

Taylor grinned and couldn't resist teasing her Mom. "That's fine, Mom. I won't fade away without constant contact with the mother ship."

"Very funny," Melinda said in a dry tone.

"Mom, I'm going to go now - my battery is getting low and I don't want to be stranded out here in this dangerous part of the world with a dead cell phone."

Ignoring the sarcasm, Melinda said, "Bye, baby. I'll call you tomorrow."

Taylor pressed the end key, shaking her head at her Mom. So much for no contact. Maybe Melinda considered no contact only one phone call a day.
For most of her career, Taylor had been a high-powered public relations guru. The concierge service was a new direction for her, one that was saving her life, she hoped.

As she ran, she tried to immerse herself in the music and let go of all thought and become one with the road and the music, as her therapist had suggested. 

For several years now, she'd been paying weekly visits to a therapist to help her through the turmoil she'd created of her life. Part of her therapy was trying out ideas on reducing the stresses she put on herself. Running to classical music was one of the ideas that seemed to be succeeding. She really liked her therapist, a no-nonsense woman a little younger than Taylor. She'd been recommended to her by one of her best friends, Marla Pastore, who was also a therapist. The therapist, Davina Marlowe, practiced and lived in a downtown high-rise that Taylor loved. It was all glass walls and windows and the view from Davina's office was nothing short of spectacular.
At their session last week, Davina had suggested something radical, something that Taylor had automatically refused to consider.
"I'm only suggesting this because the times have changed. It's just something for you to think about," Davina told her.

And now, it was the only thing Taylor could think about.

Taylor 

Friday
As she ran along the Edelweiss blacktop, Taylor felt the vibration of the cell phone on her waistband. At first she ignored it, as she usually did. She intended the cell phone as a tool for her own convenience, not for the convenience of others. She'd programmed into the phone the numbers of the few people whose calls she welcomed and when their names appeared on the LCD screen, she happily pressed the send button to take the call. All others were pretty much out of luck. Of course they could and often did leave her a voice message, which she listened to at her leisure -- which meant when she damn well pleased, if ever.

She unclipped the phone and looked at the caller id in the backlight. It was Lee, Lee Cunningham, one of her two best friends. She fumbled with the phone and accidentally turned it off by pressing end rather than answering the call. So much for her technological dexterity, Taylor thought. She tried to call Taylor back but got only a busy signal. Probably calling me, Taylor thought. I'll wait a minute or two and if she doesn't call me back I'll try her again.

Taylor kept the phone in her hand and resumed running. She was almost back home and none too soon. She was tired and hungry and had to pee badly. Not a very ladylike expression, she thought, but so accurate.

Still, the phone didn't vibrate. Taylor stopped under one of the Edelweiss sodium vapor streetlamps that gave off such a lovely golden glow. Once again she punched in the speed dial code for Lee but still got only the busy signal. Well, that's a pain, she thought. I guess whatever Lee wanted wasn't that important. 

Taylor began to feel the strain from running in the back of her legs and slowed down to a walk. She patted her back pocket, feeling the letter there, wondering if she was going to have the courage to drop it in the mailbox at the Edelweiss entrance. That had been her plan tonight when she left home for her run. She'd written the letter last week, after watching an Oprah show that had reinforced Davina's suggestion. Her therapist seldom gave her advice. The fact that this time Davina had done so, had actually urged her to do this thing, had an impact on Taylor.
Sometimes she was amazed at herself for having kept this secret all these years. Her mother was the only one who knew. Taylor had kept it even from Lee and Marla.
Now, finally, she needed to talk to someone, and it couldn't be her mother. There was too much history there for Taylor to open up, especially since Taylor blamed her mother for this.

She thought again about Lee and Marla and how they would react to her secret. The three of them had been best friend buddies since grade school..

I'll mail the letter tonight and then tomorrow I'll see if Lee and Marla have a few minutes to get together. 

No, maybe I should wait to mail the letter until after we talk. Yes, that's what I should do.

No, this is something I need to do on my own and then tell them after I've done it, not try to get their advice and approval ahead of time.

She reached the Edelweiss entrance and headed for the mailbox. It was just inside the small enclosure where all the residents' mailboxes were located. She'd cleared the mail out of her mailbox earlier in the day and so she bypassed it now on her way to the mailbox. She opened the door, pulled the letter from her pocket, then hesitated. 

This is a life-changing thing I'm doing, Taylor thought. Do I really want to do this? Am I ready for this? What's the rush? It's waited for 25 years -- it can wait another day.

No, it can't wait another day. She dropped the letter down the chute and slammed the door. 

"There," she said aloud. "It's done."

She turned towards home, with a wonderful feeling of lightness, as if a burden had been lifted from her shoulders. She smiled and began to hum along with the Vivaldi.

What a beautiful night it is after all, she thought, still smiling.

er
Lee

Friday

Lee hung up the phone, still unable to reach Taylor on her cell phone. She sat at her desk, worrying about Taylor, something, which over the years had become second nature for Lee. 
Lee knew what Taylor had been through over the past two decades. Taylor had struggled for years with an alcohol problem. Lee found it difficult, in fact, almost impossible, to label her friend an alcoholic even though she knew that was the truth. Lee didn't think there was any chance that Taylor would drink again, but still Lee worried, wanting only the best for her but afraid it would be something else..

It was late and she should go to bed. Casey had turned in about half an hour ago -- most of the time now, it was just the two of them -- 22-year-old Kate and 20-year-old Jake were in college. They both attended Rivermont University, tuition-free because of Casey being on the faculty there. When she was a sophomore, Kate had convinced her parents to pay for her to live on campus. Her argument was that because there was no tuition to pay, they could certainly afford for her to live in her sorority house, and that it would definitely build character for her to be on her own but in a safe environment. Lee and Casey had acquiesced to Kate, as they usually did. She could cajole her way into anything.. She'd paved the way for Jake, who was also living on campus, but in a dormitory because he hadn't wanted to pledge a fraternity.
Jake and Kate were the proverbial opposites, in personality, appearance, ambition. They were both bright and did well academically but their strengths lay in different areas. Kate was the logical, left-brained thinker and planner. Jake was the right-brained dreamer, a dreamer and idealist.

Lee and Casey wondered where these two changelings had come from. They sometimes joked about babies being switched in the hospital, to the annoyance of Lee's mother, Jenny.

"Don't talk that way about my grandbabies," Jenny scolded. "They have traits from each of you and they have their own unique qualities. Please quit joking about them that way." That was about as stern and directive as Jenny Travis could manage.
Lee turned to her laptop and looked at the LED screen at what she'd written earlier that evening. She was a mystery writer and after publishing her second book last fall, she'd left her job teaching English at Rivermont High to write full-time.
Lee's mother, Jenny Travis, was a writer also, of successful romance novels. Jenny's latest book had crossed over into the mainstream market, playing off the success of the chick lit genre.

As a little girl, Lee had watched her Mom and had wanted to be just like her. She'd been writing fiction for as long as she could remember, for sure since she was seven years old when she'd written stories, published them with her toy printing press, then sold them to family and  friends for a quarter each.  Her favorite Christmas present had been a toy typewriter that really typed. 
Even though it had taken awhile finally Lee had achieved her goal and was overjoyed at now being a published author. She had file cabinets full of her first attempts, not very good, but giving her the practice and discipline she'd needed to reach the point where she was now.

She'd been noodling with a new idea the past few days, wanting to use the close friendship she shared with Taylor and Marla as the foundation for a mystery series. She wasn't sure yet what direction she would go with the idea -- she'd made some notes and written a couple of sketchy scenes to get a feel for the material. She grinned as she thought, Best to not mention this to the girls -- they'd have a fit.

Both Taylor and Marla took great delight in teasing her about her writing, claiming they'd known all along that she had a criminal background and now the truth was finally coming out.

Lee saved her file and logged off the laptop. Tomorrow was Saturday and she probably wouldn't get much if any writing done. She and Casey were planning to go to the garden shop to buy mums, which they'd then plant in the front of their house. Saturday evening was the faculty party at the university, something she was looking forward to. She loved events with lots of people for her to observe and make notes about. She tried to keep a small notebook with her so she could jot things down, not wanting to depend on her memory.
Then she remembered what she'd agreed to do tomorrow. "Rats!" she exclaimed.

Last night on the phone, she had told Kate about the faculty party she and Casey planned to attend Saturday evening. Casey was one of three faculty members being honored as faculty of the year, as voted by last year's graduating class. Kate had insisted that Lee buy a new dress for the event. 

"Mom, I forbid you from wearing that ratty old black pants suit yet again to another party. This is Dad's big night and you have to do him proud. You owe it to him. You know I'm right. We're going to the Galleria tomorrow morning. And we're buying you something expensive with a designer label."

"Katie, you know how I hate shopping for dresses, especially expensive dresses at the Galleria. That's just not me. I'm a black pants suit kind of gal, not a designer dress gal."


Kate refused to take no for an answer, and by the time the phone was over, Lee had agreed to the shopping trip. She understood that her daughter meant this to be a good thing for her and that made Lee feel ungrateful to be protesting her daughter's wish to do something for her.
Now, as Lee thought about tomorrow's dreaded shopping trip, she realized she wasn't dreading it quite so much. In fact, a part of her felt happy at having a daughter who cared about her. And in her heart, she knew Kate was right -- it was a ratty old pants suit and she needed to treat herself to something elegant. Wouldn't Casey be surprised?
Samantha
Friday
Samantha Scanlon stood inside the deserted lobby of the small post office. It was midnight, and she relished being  the only one still out at this time of night. Earlier in the evening, there had been thunderstorms, with rain slamming down but it had cleared and it looked like the moon and stars were going to be visible, after all.
In the lobby were two mail chutes, one local and one out-of-town, plus two stamp machines, for after-hours customers.
She held a white number #10 envelope in her hand, the nondescript kind used by most people for bill-paying and business correspondence. Her hand shook ever so slightly as she reached toward the out-of-town chute.

It had taken her years to get to this point -- years of indecision. She still wasn't sure this was what she wanted to do. Then, her decision made, she reached out and thrust the envelope down the chute. There, that was done. 

She brushed her hands together, in that age-old gesture of finishing a job. She reached down at her waistband and flicked on the shiny black iPod. One of her golden oldies, Journey's Separate Ways, blasted in her ears and she half trotted, half danced her way back to her red Jeep Cherokee. She peeled out of the post office parking lot, singing along, "Someday love will find you," at the top of her lungs.
Thank goodness it's Friday night, and I can sleep in tomorrow, she thought gratefully. She grinned as the song switched to Lights -- once again, she sang along, "When the lights go down in the city." God, she loved music. It was the one thing she could count on to make her feel better when she felt bad.

Earlier that evening, she'd done a gig with a friend's band at a West County yuppie club. The regular keyboardist was a no-show, and Tiger had asked her to sit in at the last minute.
Driving too fast, as usual, she headed home, a wry grin on her face as she thought for the thousandth time, 24 years old and still living with Mom and Dad -- gotta fix that, girl.

The Journey album ended and an old Tom Richards song was next. Quickly, Sam reached down and turned off the iPod. She wasn't in the mood for his music tonight. That heart-wrenching, heart-breaking lyrics and soul-pounding melody would blow away her mood of hopefulness and accomplishment. 
What a tragic loss that was, she thought. Tom Richards was one of the best and then he just up and disappears, taking with him all that talent and potential.
About six weeks ago, at the end of August, Samantha had begun her first teaching job, as a music teacher at Rivermont high school, her alma mater. She'd gotten her teaching degree at Washington University in St. Louis, and then stayed on there to get her master's in music theory. 
Sam's parents had been delighted to have her stay so close to home. Rivermont was located on the Mississippi River, close to St. Louis. San had lived at home during her time at Washington University except for one semester when she'd tried living on campus at the sorority house. That hadn't worked for her. The sorority itself hadn't really worked for her. She was a legacy and had only pledged at her mother's insistence. She'd drifted away from active involvement, and she was fairly certain she hadn't been missed, something that gave her a wry enjoyment.
It took just under three minutes to drive from the post office to her parent's massive home. She knew it was off but she'd never felt rich or privileged -- it was what it was. She could only assume that her sense of distance from her parent's wealth was based on her knowledge that she was adopted. Both she and her adopted brother, Jimmy, had known from childhood that they were "chosen" children, as the Scanlons had told them. Their parents had cherished Sam and Jimmy, showering them with material and emotional riches.
Jimmy was four years older than Sam but he had been adopted a few months after she was so they jokingly pretended she was his big sister. Sam missed seeing him -- he hardly ever came around, claiming the business occupied every waking moment. No matter how much time passed or how she saw him, her attachment to Jimmy was still as strong as ever. 
e hadnt'

The Kidnapper
Friday
He stood in the shadows, watching her drive out of the post office parking lot. He'd missed his opportunity to take her from the lobby, had hesitated too long, second-guessing himself and the arrangements that he had in place.

Well, there would be another chance, and soon. All he had to do was to continue following her. She was what he considered a wild child, out on her own late at night, seemingly unconcerned or unaware of the danger she placed herself in.

He and his partner had been planning the abduction for months now. She was, of course, the perfect victim. Beloved daughter of an immensely wealthy family who would undoubtedly pay whatever amount they had to for her safe return. No chance of that safe return, though, he thought. He didn't know yet what his plans for her were, whether he could keep her alive or if she had to die. 
He followed behind her red Jeep at a reasonable distance. Besides, he knew she most likely was heading home for the night, and he knew the way there. 
The night had cleared from the rain, and the moon and stars were shining brightly. He pondered his next move. Perhaps tomorrow night he would make it happen. He felt a pang of regret that he hadn't acted quickly enough tonight. Well, perhaps it was meant to be tomorrow night and not tonight. He accepted that inevitability, as he accepted all inevitabilities.

Somewhere, somehow, he'd lost the things that made a man or a woman, part of society. He no longer felt part of the world. He felt isolated, separate, distant. At first, the separateness had bothered him. But he quickly realized how powerful that separateness made him feel. It gave him an invulnerability, a protection from the hurt the world seemed determined to dump on people.
He parked a short way down the street from the Scanlon mansion and watched as Samantha used the automatic garage door opener, then as she drove the Jeep into the far right side of the four-car garage.

A few minutes later, a dim light went on it the upstairs bedroom that he knew belonged to her. Then another light, in the bathroom next to Sam's room. That light went out, then so did the bedroom light. His prey was safe in her den and he could be about his business till tomorrow night. Yes, tomorrow night he'd try again. And if that didn't work, there was always the next night and the next night. The plan was in place. The cabin was ready. His partner was ready. Everything was in good order. The timing wasn't crucial. . There was no deadline hanging over their heads. The interesting part would come later, when he took the reins. His partner thought he was running the show. Well, he'd find out differently. He couldn't wait for that. His partner was a snooty know-it-all. Let's just see about that. Let's just see how much he really knows.
Taylor

Saturday Morning

The next morning, before heading out for her organizing job, Taylor did a conference call with Lee and Marla to ask if they could come to her house that evening because she wanted to talk with them.

Neither Lee nor Marla was available Saturday evening. Marla was seeing patients that night -- she was a psychologist with a practice in a nearby suburb of Rivermont. Lee and her husband Casey, who was a professor at Rivermont University, were going to a faculty party. They all agreed Sunday wouldn't work either so they eventually arranged to do it on Monday evening. Taylor told them she would cook and got indignant when Lee and Marla groaned in unison and said they'd pass. As a compromise, Taylor agreed to order pizza.

That settled, Taylor breathed a sigh of relief -- talking to Lee and Marla was just what she needed.

It was after nine and her appointment was at 10. She'd better get going. She went into the tiny second bedroom of the cottage that she used as an office. The client's file was in the middle of the desk, color-coded according to her own unique system. She used different colors to indicate the difficulty of the job, ranging from plain-old manila for those jobs that were easy- breezy or fun, to black for extremely difficult clients. She reserved the color red for clients that she didn't know much about, or ones that unnerved her.
Today's client folder was red, because she knew next to nothing about him.  In her head, she did a rhyme 'Red for dread.' Taylor's hard-and-fast rule about red clients was that unless they moved to another color after her second visit with them, she would dismiss them as clients.
Being fired didn't go over well with most folks, and so Taylor took the coward's way out, doing the dismissing by phone or in dire cases, by e-mail.
She picked up the red folder and flipped through the pieces of paper inside. The client's name was Avery St. John, and he lived on the outskirts of Rivermont. She was referred to him by one of her satisfied clients, a school teacher, Emily Townsend, whom Taylor had met at the local health club. Taylor had eventually rescued Emily from the acute clutter of decades worth of newspaper and magazines. The teacher had stacked them everywhere, to the point where she only had narrow paths throughout her house.

Taylor had struggled with this project. The client clung tightly, unreasonably so, to her accumulated newspaper and magazines.

Taylor had decided upon a straightforward course of action, one day sitting down with Emily and interviewing her about why she stockpiled the newspapers and magazines.
It turned out that at one point in her life years ago, too busy with teaching and her friends, she had gotten behind in reading her regular regimen of newspapers and magazines. So she'd stacked them up beside her bed, fully intending to get caught up. But she'd never gotten caught up and the stacks grew and grew.

As Emily had explained, Taylor doodled on her notepad, trying to figure out how to get to the root of Emily's hoarding problem without being rude or God forbid, obnoxious.

Gently, she asked, "Why are the newspapers and magazines so important to you?"

Emily smiled at Taylor -- she really liked this kind young woman. "They're important to me because I need to be well-informed. I teach a high school contemporary history course and I have to be up-to-date on what's going on in the world. That's crucial to the class."

Taylor was truly puzzled now and didn't know how to follow up -- what Emily had just said made no sense.

"So you're managing to read some of the papers and magazines for your class?"

"Well, no," Emily replied, slowly shaking her head. "Like I said, there's never enough time."
"So how are you keeping up with current events?" Lee asked. 

"The Internet. I log on in the morning and read the news sites -- that's how I keep up."

Taylor waited a couple of moments, trying to think of how to say what to her seemed obvious.
"Emily, please don't be offended at what I'm going to say, but it seems to me that you don't need the newspapers and magazines. Anything that's in them is on the Internet, plus a lot more that isn't in the stacks you've saved. You could throw them away and not lose a thing. Plus, it would be easier to find whatever you need on the Internet by searching. I don't know how you'd find anything in all those stacks." Taylor stopped talking, wondering if she'd lost a client.
Emily had walked over to one of the stacks and riffled through the newspapers on top. Then she turned to Taylor and said slowly, "You're right. I'd never be able to find anything here. And everything I need is on the Internet."

She picked up a stack of newspapers and headed outside. Taylor followed after her, asking, "What are you doing? Where are you going?"

That had been the end of Emily's stacks. She'd put as many of the newspapers and magazines in her trash bin as she could. Then she loaded trash bag after trash until her house was cleared out. She and Taylor put the bags in her car and in Taylor's Toyota pick-up. They went to the city dump at the outskirts of Rivermont and unloaded the bags. 

That had been months ago and every once in awhile, Taylor would get a check-in phone call from Emily, reassuring Taylor that she hadn't relapsed back into her old habits. The most recent call from Emily came a few days ago. And this time, in addition to her reassurance, she told Taylor that she'd referred Taylor to an acquaintance. "His name is Avery St. John, and he goes to the same fitness center that you and I do. The other day as you walked out, saying good-bye to me, he asked who you were. I told him you ran a personal services business, and I told him about the wonderful job you did de-cluttering my house. He was really interested in that. He said there was a house that had gotten out of hand, and he didn't know what to do with the years of accumulation. So I wrote down your phone number for him and suggested he give you a call to see if you could help"
The next day, there was a message from Avery St. John on her answering machine, asking her to call him about a de-cluttering job.

She called, did a preliminary interview over the phone, then scheduled a 10 a.m. appointment with him for the coming Saturday.

Driving to Avery St. John's address, Taylor amused herself with visualizing someone with such an elegant name. He'd be tall, of course, with dark hair but with gray at the temples, looking so distinguished.  Of course, he won't be wearing a smoking jacket, whatever the heck that is, but with a name like Avery St. John, he should be.

As she drove into his neighborhood, looking at the Map Quest print-out on the passenger seat, she figured that someone who lived in such a run down part of town wouldn't be any of the things she'd thought about.

Taylor never worried much about going to stranger's homes because of the referral factor. She felt she could trust that clients wouldn't set her up with someone untrustworthy. Although, come to think of it, she wasn't sure if Emily Townsend knew this Avery St. John very well. 
She found the address she was looking for. It belonged to a small white bungalow, set back from the street. A large weeping willow tree mostly hid it from view. She was glad there was a mailbox at the curb with the address, because she certainly wouldn't have been able to see an address on the house itself.

She parked her truck in front of the house. Getting out, she went around and opened the passenger side door, and lifted out her purse and briefcase, hanging one on each shoulder.

As always when a approaching a new client, Taylor felt a chill run up her spine -- of anticipation and a small amount of fear for what she would encounter.

Grass in the yard was high and looked as though it hadn't been mowed for weeks. Weeds grew around the edges of the sidewalk and driveway. The paint on the outside of the bungalow was faded and peeling, with bare spots here and there. The front screen door sagged, and the front windows were streaked with dust. Taylor thought that the run-down, neglected atmosphere of the place wasn't what she'd expected, and it wasn't what she was accustomed to in her clients. 

People who could afford personal, concierge services were fairly affluent and from the appearance of Avery St. John's home, he was far from affluent.

She pressed the doorbell button but heard no response. There was a rusty doorknocker and next she tried that. She heard nothing from inside and wondered if anyone was home. There was no car in the driveway, and she couldn't tell if there was a garage anywhere on the property. 
Just as she turned to go back to her truck, a metallic silver Hummer pulled in to the driveway, its engine a loud, vibrating rumble. Taylor looked at it in surprise, thinking that it certainly didn't fit in this neighborhood. It was a $100,000 vehicle pulling in to the driveway of a house worth less than half of that.

A medium-build, medium-height man stepped down from the Hummer and headed toward her. His head was shaven bald and he had a dark-brown, almost-black mustache and goatee ummer
. He wore black wraparound sunglasses, and a large camouflage green duffel bag was  slung over his left shoulder. He was dressed in faded jeans and a plain white polo shirt.
He strode towards her, his right hand outstretched. "Ms. Davenport, I presume. I'm Avery St. John. So sorry I'm tardy."

Taylor reached out and shook his head, thinking what beautiful voice he had, one that she would call a "radio voice" -- deep, pleasant, great articulation, no accent but definitely upscale.

"Mr. St. John, a pleasure. And you're not really late. It's just 10, and I've just arrived." Taylor heard herself and thought, a little phony there, girl, trying to sound like you have a radio voice, and smiled to herself. At times she had a chameleon-like reaction to her clients, changing her tone and style to fit with theirs. 
.

Avery St. John nodded and reached past Taylor to open the bungalow's front door.

He leaves his front door unlocked? Taylor thought. In this neighborhood? Oh, well.

Avery St. John stood aside and gestured for Taylor to precede him inside.

Almost imperceptibly, Taylor hesitated. A sudden a wave of dread washed over her, and she had the feeling that if she walked through this door, something bad would happen. She usually paid attention to her intuition but this time she didn't know if she could. She didn't think she could say, "Sorry, I've changed my mind about doing this job. See 'ya."

"My sister's not here right now but hopefully she'll be back shortly. This was our mother's home, and we need to clear it out and get it ready to sell. Mom moved to a nursing home a couple of months ago."

Taylor felt reassured hearing about a mother and the mention of a sister who would be back shortly. Taking a deep breath, she stepped past Avery St. John and walked through the door.

Lee
Saturday morning

Saturday monring, Lee was supposed to meet Kate for breakfast at the St. Louis Bread Company, the one at the Galleria. Lee arrived first and grabbed a table by one of the broad windows overlooking the fountain area. She breathed in the smells of fresh-baked bagels, scones, muffins, bread. Her favorites were the cinnamon crunch bagels and the cinnamon scones, and her mouth watered just thinking about their sweet cinnamony goodness. 
Kate arrived at nine, right on time. Lee wondered to herself how she managed to do that precise time thing. Maybe she hangs around outside until it's exactly the right time to go in.

Lee was always early, had been that way as long as she could remember. It was as though it gave her that small edge or advantage, to be the first one there, to have made the place her own.

"Your usual?" Kate asked. Lee nodded and handed Kate a twenty-dollar bill. "I can come up to the counter with you," Lee offered.

"No need. You sit there and enjoy the view. I'll be right back."

Half an hour later, they were finished. Kate had had an orange scone but left part of on her plate. Lee ate every morsel of her bagel and scone and felt slightly stuffed. But it was good kind of stuffed, and she rationalized her energy as she anticipated a lot of trudging around the mall searching for what Kate would consider the perfect dress. 

They started at Macy's, then moved to Dillard's, then on to Saks. One dress at Dillard's, in the designer salon, caught Kate's eye but after looking at the price tag, Lee had refused to even try it on. 

"Kate," she hissed, "it's $800. I can't do that."

Kate just shook her head at her Mom and made a mental note to remember this dress. It was red crepe de chine with a chiffon draped skirt. The label said Adrienne Vittadini, and Kate had a feeling that this was the dress. But she knew she had to make sure they looked at all the possibilities.
Two hours later, they were back at Dillard's, tired, irritable and ready for the shopping trip to be over. This time around, Kate got Lee to try on the dress. As she had thought, the dress looked as though it had been designed with Lee in mind. Even Lee had to admit it looked good on her.
"But I can't spend $800 on a dress --that's sinful."

"Only in your world, Mom, not in the real world." Kate thought a moment, then said, "Look, if it will make you feel better, I'll put it on my charge. Then Dad can rag on me for my extravagance."

"You really think I should get the dress?" Lee asked. Kate could hear the uncertainty in Lee's voice, and she knew her mother was hooked. Kate gave her Mom a hug, and answered a resounding "Yes!"
"Okay, I'll do it." Lee sighed deeply, took off the dress, carefully putting it back on the padded hanger. 

At the cash register, Lee refused to let Kate put it on her charge, handed her Dillard's card to the sales associate.

Dress paid for, Kate rubbed her hands together and said, "Now for the real fun -- shoes!"

Lee groaned but followed Kate to women's shoes.
Taylor

Saturday Morning

Inside Avery St. John's mother's home, Taylor managed to keep from saying, "Oh, no," and turning around and walking out the door.

This was far worse than Emily Townsend's stacks of magazines and newspapers. The living room looked like someone had dumped the left over remains of a dozen garage sales on the floor, the furniture, anywhere there was space.
"It's a mess, I know," Avery St. John said in that heavenly melodic voice. "My sister and I had no idea what Mom was up to. Neither of us lives here in Rivermont, and Mom always came to visit us, instead of us coming to see her here."

Taylor took a few steps further into the room, towards what she supposed was the dining room. "Um, is every room like this?" She gestured around the packed living room.

"Yes, pretty much," Avery St. John answered. "Is there anything you can do?"

Taylor hesitated a moment too long before replying.

"I'll understand if you think it's too much for you," Avery St. John said. "It's perfectly all right. I'm sorry to have dragged you over here for nothing."

Taylor looked closely at the room, and said slowly, "Let me take a look around, and then I'll decide if I can be of any help."

"Thank you." 

The man certainly had manners, Taylor thought, despite looking like someone from Wide World of Wrestling.   "What did you want to do with all of this? Did you want to keep it for your mother?"

"Oh, no, definitely not. My sister and I just want to get rid of it all. Actually, what we need is for someone to go through everything to see if there's anything of value here. We have no idea what all this is and where it came from. And unfortunately, Mom is in and out of it and isn't any help in that regard. My sister and I talked about just having a junk man come in and clear it all out, but we're concerned that there might be family mementos or photos, things like that. And neither of us has the time to go through all this. We both have to get back to our jobs."

Taylor nodded, and said, "Well, let me look at the rest of the rooms and then I'll give you an estimate of how much it would cost to have me sort through everything."

For the next half an hour, Taylor went from room to room, making notes, and drawing a rough diagram of the house. Finally, she got out her calculator and punched in some numbers, then wrote those down on her notepad.

She handed the pad to Avery St. John and hid her smile when she saw his eyebrows go up in surprise at the amount written there.

"Mmm, that's quite a lot -- more than my sister and I anticipated."

Taylor said, "If you need to talk with her before you make a decision, I understand. You have my number, just call me when you decide what you want to do..." Her voice trailed off as she gestured and headed toward the front door. She wanted out of here. This junk pile made her feel claustrophobic. She fully expected Avery St. John to stop her, to agree to her estimate. But he didn't. He walked over and opened the front door, and said, "Thank you for coming, Ms. Davenport."

Taylor hesitated before walking out the door, still thinking he would stop her or at least say he'd be in touch. But he said nothing, just nodded his head and shut the door behind her.

She stood for a moment on the small concrete porch, feeling disoriented. She'd seldom been so wrong in her assumptions about potential clients.

"Well, I'll chalk that one up to tales of the weird, or something," she thought.

She got into the Toyota and tossed her purse and briefcase on the passenger seat. It was only 11 a.m. on a beautiful fall Saturday. She had the whole day to herself and could do whatever she wanted. A small nagging guilt captured her attention. "Mom," she thought. "If Mom knew I had a free day, she'd be all over it, despite how busy she always tells me she is."
Taylor pulled slowly away from the curb and drove down the block. On a whim, she drove around the block and came back to Avery St. John's street, and parked behind an SUV on the side of the street several hundred yards away from the bungalow. The SUV hid her little pick-up from view but the location still gave her a clear line of view to the Hummer and the bungalow. 
Just as she'd expected, Avery St. John came out, with the same duffel bag slung over his shoulder. Without a glance back at the house, he got into the Hummer, backed out of the driveway and took off down the street. 
Not quite understanding why she was doing it, Taylor followed him, being careful to stay far enough back to not be observed. The Hummer was easy to follow because of its height.

Avery St. John was speeding, evidently not afraid to ignore the residential speed limit. Taylor easily kept him in sight, despite his speed. After winding through the subdivision, he got onto the interstate. Taylor kept pace with him, still careful to stay a couple of cars behind him. She was puzzled when he headed out of town, driving past Edelweiss, towards the thousands of acres of nature preserve surrounding Rivermont. She wasn't familiar with the area and wasn't sure she could continue to follow him. They were the only two vehicles on the road, and she felt exposed, even though she was hundreds of yards behind him on the asphalt secondary road.
He slowed down and she did too. He turned left and disappeared from sight. Taylor drove slowly past the road where he'd turned, afraid that he'd be waiting there, ready to confront her about following him. But he wasn't there. All she could see was a deserted gravel road. She drove a few hundred yards further, then found a place to turn around. She came back to the road where Avery St. John had turned and debated whether to follow him. Her good sense almost won out but was trumped by her curiosity about this man. 
"Besides, I probably won't be able to figure out where he went," she thought.

She drove slowly up the gravel road, looking from right to left to see if there were any roads leading off this one. The road was surrounded by woods, and in some stretches, the trees on each side made a canopy over the road.
Taylor was about to abandon her search when she saw a faint indentation in the trees that proved tog be a dirt road through the woods. She hesitated, not wanting to trap herself somewhere and be discovered by Avery St. John. She decided to go up the road a short distance and if she didn't see anything, she'd turn around and head home.
She drove about half a mile up the dirt road without seeing any sign of Avery St. John. Then she heard the sound of a car door slamming, and she put on the brakes and pulled the Toyota off to the side of the road. She got out and gently closed the door so that it made no sound.

She headed in the direction of the sound she'd heard and soon came to the edge of a clearing. In the center of the clearing stood the Hummer, next to a small weather-beaten cabin. When she saw the door of the cabin open. she ducked back into the woods, and hid herself behind the trunk of a large oak tree. 
Avery St. John went to the back of the Hummer and opened the door. He began lifting out boxes and setting them one by one on the ground by the vehicle. There was an assortment of sizes and types of boxes but she couldn't tell what was inside them. He started carrying them two at a time into the cabin.

Taylor made her way back to the Toyota, afraid that Avery St. John might come back down the road and see her truck parked there. 

She wondered what he was doing at this lonely cabin in the woods. He certainly was a mysterious man. Right then she decided she was glad he'd not offered her the job. If he called to tell her he wanted to hire her, she'd tell him that she just couldn't take on any more clients at the moment. She'd invent something about one of her regular clients wanting her for a new project that would occupy most of her time. Or maybe she'd just say no and not offer any explanation or excuse. It was difficult for her to say no to people but in this instance, she wouldn't mind turning down this man. 
She drove out of the dirt road and back onto the gravel road. She found another indentation in the trees a short distance away and turned into it and pulled into the underbrush to hide her truck.
She got out and walked toward the gravel road, being careful to stay hidden in the woods at the side of the road. When she heard the roar of Avery St. John's Hummer, she stopped walking and moved deeper into the trees. After the sound of the engine had disappeared, she started walking again.

She knew what she was doing was stupid but she couldn't seem to stop herself. She was determined to see if she could figure out what Avery St. John was doing with this cabin in the woods.

She made her way back to the dirt road where the cabin was located, still trying to stay out of sight as much as possible. When it came time to cross from one side of the road to the other, she waited on the shoulder, looking both ways, listening for the sound of a car. Seeing and hearing nothing, she ran across the road, into the woods.

It only took a few minutes to reach the cabin. She stood at the edge of the woods surrounding the cabin, looking at it and trying to figure out the least-exposed place to take a look through the windows.

At the back part of the cabin, the woods came up almost to the cabin itself. She circled around until she came to the part of the woods closest to the cabin. From this vantage point, she was hidden from view to anyone driving in to the front part of the cabin. Of course, she wouldn't have been able to see them either, but at least she'd be able to hear the noise of a car engine, and she'd be able to duck back into the woods.

Heart pounding, she edged her way up to the cabin. There was a window in the middle of the wall, and it looked like there were no curtains or shades covering it. She crept over and tried to see in the window but it was too high up off the ground. She looked around the back of the cabin and found a battered metal garbage can. She thought it might hold her weight so she carried it over to the cabin, positioned it upside-down beneath the window and climbed up. It was a rickety perch but she held on to the window sill to keep her balance. 

At first she couldn't see anything inside the dim light of the cabin. Then as her eyes became accustomed to the dimness, she was able to make out the shapes of furniture. She realized she was looking into a bedroom.

There was what looked like a double bed shoved up against an interior wall. A small nightstand stood next to one side of the bed. The only other furniture in the room was a huge armoire, its size dominating the room. 

The room was plain, with no knickknacks or decorative items. Very utilitarian, Taylor thought. This is a place to sleep and that's it.

Gathering up her courage and trying to ignore the voice in her head that was telling her what a fool she was for sneaking around here, she headed toward the front door of the cabin.  As she'd expected, the door was locked. She looked in the front window and saw a large room that was a combination living room, dining room and kitchen. It was an all-purpose room and it too had no decorations -- just plain furniture, no curtains or window coverings. 

Taylor decided it was time to get out of there. She didn't want to run the risk of Avery St. John coming back and finding her skulking around. She knew he wouldn't take too kindly to that.

She decided that when she got home she would look him up on the Internet and see what she could find out about this man.
Lee

Saturday Night

Lee stood in the master bedroom, in front of the full-length mirror, admiring the red gown. Kate had been right - - it was worth every cent it cost. And the new shoes -- they were perfect.

She liked how she felt in the dress. She liked how she looked in the dress. In fact, she liked how she looked. Lee was not a vain person -- looks weren't all that important to her. She knew she was attractive. She was grateful for that, mainly because Casey appreciated her attractiveness. And also because her good looks sometimes opened doors for her or slid her through difficult situations.
Casey came through the door, tuxedo coat in one hand and bow tie in the other. He stopped short at the sight of Lee.

"Wow!" he said. Then he walked around her, taking in the flouncy red silk, the high high heels and said again, "Wow!"

Lee giggled and said, "Really?"

"Really!" Casey replied. "Honey, you've never looked more beautiful. Hands down, you're going to be the belle of the ball tonight. I'll be the envy of every faculty member there."
Lee grinned up at him and asked, "Need help with that tie, handsome?"

"Yeah, as usual, I can't get the dang thing straight."

Lee took over and in a couple of minutes gave it one last tweak, pleased with the results.

"Is it time to leave?" she asked.

Casey put on the tuxedo jacket and answered, "Yup - let's do it."

Lee picked up her evening bag and a black floor-length shawl, just heavy enough to keep out the night's chill. They walked out to the car hand-in-hand, grinning. 

They'd been married 23 years and were currently going through a really good time in their marriage. In the past, they'd had their ups and downs but always managed to get back in balance. One of the worst times had been years ago when Lee had a miscarriage about six months after Jake was born. Lee had been heartbroken and had gone through a deep postpartum depression. Casey couldn't understand what was happening with her, and they drifted apart. He buried himself in his teaching, and Lee buried herself with caring for Kate and Jake. It took almost a year for them to work things out, and there had been times when Lee was afraid they wouldn't be able to.
They'd had other periods of trouble but none as bad as that first one. They'd been scared enough by their brush with the end of their marriage that they'd been mindful to not let things get that bad again.
Kate and Jake teased their parents about their compatibility -- neither of them had known about the bad times and Lee and Casey wanted to keep it that way.

Kate had once wistfully said to Lee, "Mom, I don't think I'm ever going to find something that could measure up to what you and Daddy have. You're soul-mates, and it's so good to know how happy the two of you are together."

Casey took special pains to open the passenger door for Lee with a flourish. She nodded her head graciously at him and said in an affected tone, "Thank you, kind sir."
"My pleasure, dear lady," was his answer.

As Casey drove out of Edelweiss, Lee leaned back into the seat, relaxing and making herself comfortable.

"Okay, now tell me all about this shindig we're going to tonight. All I know is that you're getting some kind of award. My apologies -- I must not have been listening very closely when you told me about it."

"No apology, necessary," Casey answered. "I don't think I gave you many details. So here's the deal. I 'm one of three faculty members getting the Faculty Member of the Year Award, as voted on by the student body. You know the other two -- Tim Meadows in Biology and Dolly Bellevue in the School of Education. We'll all be sitting together at dinner. Tim is bringing his wife, and I don't know who Karen is bringing. She's not married but I don't know if has someone special or not."
Lee reached over and patted Casey's k nee. "I'm glad I have someone special. Okay, tell me what all is going to happen tonight. You know how I like to be prepared."

"Well, first we have dinner. It's a sit-down affair, and like I said we'll be sitting with the other award winners and the university president, and provost, and the chairman of the university board and their wives or husbands or whatever. Then after dinner, we move in to the auditorium for speeches and awards. You want me to practice my speech on you."

Lee thought a moment, then said, "No, I want to hear it as you give it."

"Hey, Lee, there's something I haven't told you about the award -- I've been keeping it as a surprise."

"What's the surprise," she asked.

"There's a cash award that goes with it."

"Really? Well, not to be tacky, but how much?"

$10,000."

"Wow," Lee said, echoing Casey's word from earlier. "Wow," she said again, just as he had done. "What are you planning to do with it?"

"Don't you mean what are we planning to do with it?"

"That's okay with me! I'm good at spending money." Lee gave him a gentle nudge with her elbow, then leaned her head over on his shoulder. "Does this mean maybe we could take a trip or a cruise or something like that?"

Casey glanced over at her, understanding the wistfulness in her tone. Neither of them found it easy to spend money on travel or vacations. They were of the old school that said you should invest in things, something that will last, not a trip that's here and then gone, with nothing tangible to show for it.

"Hmmmm," Casey said. "Maybe we should think about that. You know one of the guys at the university took a trip last fall that sounded kind of neat. It was a combination train ride and cruise. The train ride was up the west coast into Canada and then the cruise went to Alaska and back. I think I'd like a trip like that. What about you?"

Lee laughed and said, "That would be heaven to me. I'd love it. Can we look into it?"

"Sure, we can. It was Bob Fowler and his wife who went. They'll be at the party tonight. Why don't we talk to them about it?"

Lee squeezed his arm in agreement.

Tom

Saturday Evening

It was late Saturday evening, and once again, Tom sat on the front porch of his cabin, as he usually did in the evening, when the weather permitted. Susie lay at his feet and for a change, she didn't seem interested in a game of catch.

The letter from the Rivermont High Alumni Association was still unopened. He'd transferred it from yesterday's shirt pocket into today's shirt.

He was amazed that they'd seemingly found him. For the past 10 or more years, he'd had an unlisted phone number. All his legal affairs were managed by his good friend and attorney, Michael Brandon. 

Tom had thought that Michael had managed to remove the name of Tom Richards from public databases but evidently not.
Lee

Saturday Evening

They'd had a sit-down dinner in the university's private dining room and then had moved into the smaller of the university's two auditoriums. The smaller auditorium seated about 100 and had a warmer, more intimate feel to it than the larger one. Casey was seated on the stage with the chancellor and the two other award recipients.
Lee sat in the first row with the other spouses. The seats were thickly cushioned, similar to the stadium seating of the newer movie theaters. Lee knew from what Casey told her that the award ceremony was a big deal. The Faculty of the Year award was sponsored by the university alumni association and the kickoff speaker was the president of the association. He was well-liked by the faculty and received a standing ovation as he approached the podium. His talk was brief and filled with humor, something the faculty appreciated.

The chancellor gave introductory remarks about the first recipient, which he would do for the three of them. As the first speech began, Lee had unobtrusively taken a small notebook out of her purse to make notes about the evening. She always had something to make notes on -- it was part of her approach to life to jot down things she found interesting, usually so that she could use them in her writing.  

As each award winner gave his or her speech, Lee was interested to see that all three them, Casey included, included overhead slides. She got the impression that they were trying, in a friendly but competitive way, to outdo one another.
When the speeches were done, the chancellor once again stood at the podium and thanked them for coming. He invited the audience back to the chancellor's house for a nightcap. Lee grinned at that, wondering what his wife thought about him inviting 100 guests over for  a drink at the last minute. She glanced over at the chancellor's wife and saw that she was grinning also. Lee knew she was a good sport she was and thought she was taking this in stride, as she did most things.

Back at Chancellor's Graham's home, Lee and Casey made a point of seeking out Bob and Betty Fowler to ask them about their Alaskan cruise and train trip. The Fowlers were enthusiastic about their trip and encouraged the Cunninghams to take the trip.

Bob had said, "The best time to do it is in the fall but I seriously doubt that you could get reservations this late. From what I heard, they're booked a year in advance. But you should go ahead and try -- maybe get yourself placed on a waiting list." 

Casey stayed to talk with Bob while Betty and Lee went in search of Chancellor Roger Graham's wife Althea to see if they could be of any help.

They found her in the kitchen, helping the housekeeper put snacks on trays.

"What can we do?" Lee asked. 

Althea had grinned at her and said in her soft southern drawl, "Can you believe that Roger just calmly invited one hundred people over for a drink? That man doesn't have the common sense of a tsetse fly -- and you know of course, that tsetse flies are senseless insects!"

Lee and Betty laughed along with Althea and the housekeeper and then started helping arrange crackers and cheese on trays and nuts in bowls.

A couple of hours later, Lee and Casey were in the car on their way home. They were tired but agreed that it had been a great evening for both of them.

"I'm so proud of you, Professor Cunningham. Getting an award from students ranks right up there with the best things that have ever happened to you."

"To me, the best thing about it is that the students who voted for me were physics students that I tortured through class," Casey said. "So that makes it really special." He reached over and took Lee's hand. "Did you have a good time? I heard people raving about your dress so that part was a success."
"I had a great time, and a lot of it was due to this awesome dress. Thanks to our awesome daughter, I looked like a pretend-movie star."
Casey interrupted her to say, "Hey, there was nothing pretend about it -- you do look like a movie star."

"Well, as long as you don't mean Lassie." A moment later, she said "Ouch!" in response to Casey's pinch.

"Seriously, Case, I had such a good time. You work with nice people. And one of the best things was that I had a chance to talk with Althea Graham, and she agreed to give me a couple of hours to interview her."

"Hey, that's just what you wanted. I know you think talking with her would give you great background material for your next mystery."

Althea Graham was an ordained minister who'd spent the past 10 years involved in a prison ministry. One of the ideas that Lee had been toying with was a mystery focused on a character with a background and vocation similar to Althea's. 
Lee had been hesitant about asking Althea for this favor but tonight had just seemed to be the right time and so she'd plunged in. The two of them had been sitting on the patio, enjoying the crisp October evening, away from the rest of the crowd.

"Althea, there's something I've been wanting to ask you."

Althea had laughed and said, "No, I won't come to your Tupperware party and that's final!" Lee laughed in response, and said "Not a chance -- I think we feel the same way about those parties. It's really hard to turn down the invitations and still stay friends with the person doing the inviting."  
Althea agreed, and then Lee broached the subject of Althea sharing some of her stories with her. After a brief hesitation, Althea had agreed, with the proviso that it would all be anonymous and that she wouldn't tell Lee anyone's real name.

Tom
Sunday
Tom awoke early the next day, Sunday. It was only 6 a.m. -- usually he slept until 7 a.m. and sometimes later on weekends.

He thought about driving in to town this morning to attend the small church he'd discovered a few months ago. It was affiliated with a similar church he'd found outside San Diego. It was nondenominational, open to all, named Christ's Chapel.

During his time in the orphanage, religion had been an integral part of his upbringing but not a part he thought much about. Regular Sunday morning and Wednesday evening church attendance were required by Reverend Claybaugh, as a condition of living in the evangelical orphanage.
After what had happened in California, after what he'd done, life as he knew it had ended for Tom. He was alone, stranded on a deserted island, separated from the world and the rest of humanity. AA had helped him save his own life, and the little church where they held their weekly meetings had been another life-saver. One of the other AA members had invited him to attend the church with him and tom had eventually agreed.
He let Susie out for a run, took a shower, ate a bagel and was ready to go. He decided to go to town right away even though it was still too early for church. He'd stop it in the coffee shop for a newspaper and coffee read tghe paper until it was time for church.

His Ford pick-up was covered with early morning dew, and he had to use the wipers to clear up the windshield.

He turned on the CD player, which held six CDs. AC/DC was next up but that didn't feel right for Sunday morning.

He grinned at remembering that one of the six CDs was Gregorian chants. "Perfect!" he said and punched through the buttons till the chants began.

The drive to town took 20 minutes, and he didn't pass any other cars on the hilly, winding road into Washington. In the center of town was a small coffee shop that Tom liked. It wasn't an upscale franchise like Starbucks. It was just a little place called the Coffee House. Theyserved several kinds of coffee and tea, pastries, bagels, doughnuts, Danish, pies and cakes. At lunch and supper time, it also offered salads, soups and sandwiches.

He ordered coffee and a cinnamon bagel with cinnamon cream cheese, along with the Sunday Post-Dispatch from nearby St. Louis.

An hour later, he'd finished reading the paper and drinking his second cup of coffee. He drove the few blocks to Christ's Chapel. Inside, as usual, he sat in the back row. He hadn't met anyone from the church other than the minister in the year or so that he'd been attending. It was a friendly place, with people smiling and saying good morning, but it wasn't a pushy place. No one came up and gushed, "What's your name? Won't you join our church? Can't we pressure you into joining?"

They seemed to have the grace to allow people to proceed at their own pace.

He settled back in corner of the pew, glancing at the church bulletin. Hmm, there was a special guest speaker this morning. He thought he recognized the name, Althea Graham. If he was remembering correctly, he'd read a feature article about her in the newspaper few months ago.
He read her short bio on the back of the program. It detailed her ministerial career, and her work with prisoners in the two state and federal prisons in the area. She'd tried to bring the church to them and had also taught college-credit Bible history courses to any inmates who were interested. Her husband was chancellor of Rivermont University, and she also taught religion courses there.
Her talk was more of a chat than a sermon. She used the stories of her work with prisoners to draw in the congregation and to build a sense of oneness among them. 

After the church service, Tom hung back, hoping for a moment to talk with Dr. Graham. Finally, there was only an older couple left in the departure line, and Tom went to stand behind them, trying not to listen to what they were saying to the minister.

When they were gone, he stood there in front of Althea Graham, a half -smile on his face. "Good morning," he began, my name is --" but Althea interrupted with a laugh.

"I know what your name is, and I certainly remember you from your music. What are you doing here in Missouri?" Althea grinned up at Tom, waiting for answers.

"I didn't think there was anyone left who would remember me," Tom said. "That's flattering."

"Not at all, it's just the way it is." She turned toward the vestibule and gestured. I'm going downstairs for fellowship -- please join me. I think there are supposed to be some really good refreshments."
Tom hesitated, then agreed, wondering what he was getting himself into. "Would you mind not mentioning anything about my music to anyone? I've put that part of my life behind me and with rare exceptions, like you, no one remembers me."
They walked down the carpeted curved staircase, past an indoor atrium garden with several small fountains.

They got cups of coffee, and Althea selected two kinds of coffee cake. Tom told her he'd already had a large breakfast and had no room left.

They sat down at the table where the regular minister and his wife were seated. Tom knew the minister slightly but had never met his wife.

"Lois, this is Tom, Tom Richards?" George Walters said questioningly, not sure of Tom's last name.
Tom nodded and reached out to shake Lois Walters' hand. "It's a pleasure to meet you, ma'am"

"Please," Lois said, call me Lois."

"Althea, you were wonderful this morning -- but then you always are." Lois smiled at Althea. "I think the congregation was a bit surprised at your stories but I really think they liked them."

"They seemed to," Althea agreed, "based on their comments to me as they left."

The four of them talked about Althea's experiences for a few minutes, until it was time for the minister to get ready for the second service. Lois and George said good-by to Tom and told Althea they would see her in a few minutes.

Tom also stood up to leave, but hesitated a moment, then asked Althea if she had a moment. "The reason I asked is that I'd like to take you to dinner. There's a proposition I'd like to make to you." He laughed when he saw the bemused expression on her face, "No, not that kind of proposition." 

Althea laughed too, then said she had to get upstairs. "You know of course I'm a married woman, Give me a call and we'll figure something out -- the Chancellor's residence is in the phone book " With a parting wave, she was gone, sweeping up the spiral staircase to the sanctuary.

Kate

Sunday Afternoon

Kate pulled into the circular driveway at her parents' lakeside home. Sunday afternoon dinner was a ritual for the family, one that she found comforting and reassuring, if slightly boring. 

Casey was in the front yard with the hose, watering what looked like newly planted mums.

"Hi, Daddy," Kate called out. She reached into the back seat of her Cavalier for a laundry basket. Part of the afternoon's attraction was the use of the delicate cycle on the Cunningham washer. The washer at the sorority house had only one cycle, rough and tough and tear the hell out of the clothes. That was fine for jeans and sweatshirts but anything else would be destroyed.

Kate walked over to Casey and gave him a one-armed hug, her other arm cradling the laundry basket. "Where's Mom?" Then she grinned and answered her own question with "Silly question, huh? Where else would she be but at her laptop in her office."

Casey gave Kate's shoulder a squeeze and managed not to get too much water from the hose on her and himself.

"Careful, there, Farmer Brown," Kate warned.

Casey turned off the water and followed Kate in the front door. "Where's my baby brother?" she asked.

"Jake was here a few minutes ago, and your mother sent him off on some errand -- I think she was missing some ingredient for the mostaccioli. He should be back soon."

Kate detoured from the entrance hall into the dining room and then through the kitchen to the laundry room, with Casey trailing behind, asking about her coursework this semester. Kate managed to answer the questions and load her laundry into the washer.
With the washer churning away, Kate hooked her arm in her father's and said, "Let's go devil Mom!"

As they started down the stairs to the walk-out lower level, Jake came through the front door, a grocery sack in each arm.

"Hey, sis," he greeted Kate. "How goes it?" 

"Good, good. You?"

"I'm good," Jake answered. "Somebody want help me with this stuff. I don't know what to do with it."

Casey said, "Katy-did, take your brother into the kitchen and help him unload that stuff?  I'll go down and fetch your Mom."

Kate

Sunday Evening

Later that evening, Kate and Lee were in the kitchen finishing up the dishes. Casey and Jake were downstairs in the family room watching a Rams football game on the still-newish 52 inch flat screen TV that had been Lee's birthday present to Casey.

"Hey, Mom, could we go for a walk?"

"Oh, hon, I don't really feel like a walk. Let's just go sit out on the deck." Lee smiled at her daughter and did a mock swipe at her with the damp dish towel.

Kate slowly shook her head. "Mom, it's this way. There's something I want to talk to you about, and I don't want to run the risk of one of the guys overhearing our conversation."

"Is something wrong? You're not sick, are you? You're scaring me." Lee put her hands on Kate's shoulders and look into her eyes.

"Calm down, Mom. It's nothing like that, nothing for you to get yourself all worked up about. There's just something confidential I want to talk to you about."

"Okay," Lee said. I'll go put on my sneakers and you can go down and tell your Dad and brother that we're going for a short walk.

Ten minutes later they were walking briskly up the Cunningham driveway to the Edelweiss blacktop. The moon was high overhead and the cool night air felt good. They were both wearing lightweight jackets.

"What is it you want to tell me, Kate?" Lee's voice was tense and her tone expectant.

"Well, Mom," Kate began slowly, "I wanted to tell you that I think I've met a guy, a special guy."
Lee stopped walking and reached out a hand to Kate. "Honey, that sounds good. Tell me about him." Lee's heart was thudding, and she hoped Kate couldn't hear it.

Lee had lived in dread and in hope for this day. After what Kate went through two years ago, Lee didn't know whether to rejoice that her daughter taken a chance on giving her heart away or to insist that Kate forget about this guy, whoever it was.

They were close to the Edelweiss clubhouse, and Lee suggested they go sit on the veranda. Kate looked around and saw that the veranda was deserted so she agreed. They found two chairs close to the side, overlooking the swimming pool. A couple of people were down in the heated pool, floating on rubber rafts, with soft jazz music playing in the background.

"You may know his family, the Scanlons. His name is Jimmy, Jimmy Scanlon.

Lee thought a moment and said, "If it's the Scanlons who live in Prospect Point then I've heard the name, everyone in the area's heard the name. They're one of the wealthier families around. But no, I don't know them."

"Yes, his family lives in Prospect Point. He doesn't. He moved out years ago. He lives in a loft in downtown Rivermont."
"How old is he?" Lee asked.

"He's 28, single, never been married. He went to Washington University, and he works in the family business -- something to do with real estate and land development. Their office is downtown also, close to where Jimmy lives."

They sat in silence, Kate hoping Lee was reacting positively to this news, Lee thinking she couldn't bear it if her baby girl was ever hurt again.
Kate was a mature 22, a woman, who was at the end of her Master's program in finance at Rivermont. She had a job waiting for her at one of the regional brokerage firms. They'd recruited her right after her graduation from undergraduate school and had wanted her to start right away. She convinced them that completing her master's degree would make her that much more valuable to them.

It was during her first year of graduate school that she ran afoul of a very disturbed young man. His name was Max Traynor and he was a teaching assistant at the university. He was older than Kate although she never learned his actual age.
Tall, well-built and good looking, Max had had his choice of co-eds. His choice had been the lovely Kate Cunningham, daughter of a well-respected faculty member, Casey Cunningham, head of the Physics Department and well-known for his research in quantum mechanics.

Max had started off the relationship slowly, low-key, with coffee, a walk around the quadrangle, loaning a book to Kate, lunch in the faculty lounge. Then he'd moved it up a level, inviting her to the weekly movie shown in the student center, followed by a messily delicious pizza at the favorite pizza place in Rivermont. As gradual as it had been, Kate didn't notice that she was falling for him until she'd really fallen,

Max, of course, had intended it this way. Afterwards, when it was all over, and she was trying to heal, Kate realized this was an evil game of his, one she was certain he'd played successfully before. But no one had warned her. No one had really noticed them together, and Kate wondered at that. They hadn't been invisible and she didn't think they'd tried to hide it. But when things had turned so ugly, her friends expressed shock that she was involved with him and asked why she'd kept it a secret.

This time Max had selected the wrong victim. The daughter of a powerful faculty member wasn't someone you messed with, not if you wanted to remain at the university.

Kate ended up on bed rest for two weeks and Max ended up leaving the university in disgrace.

At the time, Casey had told Lee, "I've tried to make sure he never finds another university position. I don't have enough pull to keep him perpetually unemployed but at least he won't be messing with any other young women students."

Both Lee and Casey had been appalled at Max's treatment of Kate. They'd had Max to their home for dinner and had been impressed with him and with his kindness to Kate, at least in their company. Their first inkling of a problem had been when they hadn't heard from Kate for two weeks. They'd left messages for her, and Lee had even dropped by the sorority house, only to be told that Kate hadn't been staying there for awhile. Lee felt like a fool at hearing that, and she thought the girl who told her probably thought her a fool for sure.

Lee had gone to Casey's office and told him what had happened at the sorority house. He was as worried as Lee and asked her to wait in his office while he went to find Max. He came back a few minutes later saying Max wasn't here, that he'd called in sick the past few days.

Casey had gotten Max's address and phone number from the secretary in the department where Max worked. He debated whether to call, but Lee said they should just go there right now and see what was going on. 

Casey drove quickly through the streets of Rivermont, and they were at Max's apartment building 10 minutes later. Casey tried to convince Lee to wait in the car but she refused. She followed closely behind him as he went into building, and they took the elevator to the third floor.

Outside Max's apartment, Casey hesitated a moment before knocking. He was worried about his daughter, and his palms were sweating and his heart was pounding.

"What are you waiting for?" Lee hissed at him.

Casey knocked loudly on the door, then said, "Kate, are you there? It's Mom and Dad."  He waited a moment, listening for a sound from inside the apartment, but there was nothing. He pounded again, and then said, "Traynor, if you don't open this door, I'm calling the police and then I'm breaking down the door."

He heard a sound at the door and then Kate's voice, "Daddy, please don't call the police."

"Kate, open this door immediately." Casey's voice was hoarse but firm.

He heard the chain rattling and then the clunking sound of the deadbolt. The door opened a few inches and Casey and Lee could see Kate's face. Except it didn't look like the Kate they knew.  Her eyes were swollen and puffy from crying.

"Come out of there, now," Casey demanded, pushing the door open farther. 

"No, Daddy, go away. I'm all right. I'm fine."

Max Traynor was standing behind Kate, and he reached out and began to close the door. But Casey had put his foot against the door so that it wouldn't move

"No, you're not fine," Lee said, pushing her way into the apartment, past Traynor and Kate. "I don't know what's going on here but you're coming home with us right now."

"I can't," Kate wailed and began to sob.

"Oh, yes, you can." Casey came up behind his daughter and picked her up. He turned around and walked out the door carrying her. Lee threw a hateful glance at Traynor and followed behind her husband and daughter. She trotted quickly over to the elevator and pushed the down arrow. The elevator dinged and the door opened.

Traynor was still standing in the apartment doorway, looking after them, not saying a word.

The elevator whooshed shut, and Casey gently set Kate down on her feet.

Lee wrapped her daughter in her arms and said softly, "Are you okay, baby? Did he hurt you?"

Kate didn't answer, just burying her face in her mother's shoulder.

.
It was almost a year before Kate was herself again. Lee tried to get Kate to talk to her but Kate wasn't able to. She was ashamed of her obsession with Max Traynor. She was ashamed of her weakness and her behavior.

Finally, Lee had asked Marla to counsel her but Marla had to say no because of her closeness to the family. Marla arranged for one of her colleagues to work with Kate and that had helped. 
Lee and Casey had realized they'd probably never know the whole story. Kate refused to talk about Max and refused to go to the police about him. He disappeared right after Lee and Casey took Kate away. Casey had consulted with Melinda but she'd told him there was nothing to be done. She'd said, "Casey, unless Kate agrees to cooperate with the authorities there's nothing anyone can do. And I don't think she's ever going to cooperate. I think all she wants is to forget it ever happened."
It had been two years now. Kate hadn't looked at another man. She'd spent time with her group of friends but hadn't paired off. 
At one point Lee had asked Marla whether she should worry about Kate and Marla had reassured her. "Give her time, Lee. Kate's basically a strong, level-headed person. This was a once in a lifetime aberration. From what Casey told me about this guy, he could charm any woman he wanted. Kate was a victim of his charm but she's going to be fine. Just be patient and trust in her good sense."
Now, Kate was telling her she'd found a guy and Lee wanted to hoot and holler. She'd prayed that her daughter would recover and find someone to love. She could not wait to tell Casey. He'd be happy -- and relieved. He'd shared her worry.
Lee stood up, stretched and placed a hand on Kate's shoulder. "We'd better get back -- the guys will be worried.

Kate laughed as she stood up and said, "Mom, get real. They're watching TV and don't even know we're gone."

Lee nodded in agreement and the two women headed off towards home.

 Lee

Monday Night

It was almost midnight Monday night. Lee sat on a chaise lounge on the deck, looking out at the blackness of Lake Edelweiss. She hugged her legs, grinning and whistling at her good fortune.

So much for writer's block. She had just needed a good idea to get her juices flowing again. And Taylor Davenport had handed her that good idea on a silver platter tonight.

Her husband Casey opened the sliding glass door that led from the great room out on to the deck and stuck his head out to ask, "Lee, are you coming to bed soon?"

"You go ahead, sweetie, I have a lot to think about. I think I have an idea for my next book." 

Casey grinned, happy to hear that her voice held an excitement that had been missing for awhile. He knew she'd been struggling with her writing.
"That's great, babe. What is it?"

Lee had shaken her head slightly, and said, "It's too new to talk about but maybe I can soon."

Casey came out on the deck and gave her a peck on the cheek. "'Night -- see you later." 

Lee heard the leer in his voice and gently poked him in the stomach. "Yeah," she jeered. "You'll be sound asleep, snoring away -- no nookie for me."

Casey put on his affronted look and said, "Just wake me, young lady, and we'll see about nookie."

With that, he leaned down to peck her cheek again, then went back into the house.

Lee thought to herself, Wow, what a bombshell Taylor dropped on Marla and me tonight. Neither of us had any idea. 

Lee and Marla had shown up at Taylor's cottage, also in Edelweiss, at about the same time, greeting each other on Taylor's front porch with hugs.

The three friends lived within a few miles of one another in Edelweiss, as did Melinda Davenport and Jenny Travis. Their homes were in widely different price ranges, ranging from Taylor's modest, small home in the older part of the development to Melinda's mansion, set on several acres, with a swimming pool and tennis court. In the middle range were the homes owned by Lee and Casey Cunningham, Marla and Dan Pastore, and Jenny Travis,

Lee's parents, Jenny and Don Travis, had lived in Edelweiss longer than the rest of them. Lee had grown up there, living with her parents until she married Casey. She and Casey had lived close to the university the first 10 years of their marriage. Then when Casey earned tenure, they started looking at houses in Edelweiss, a place they both liked. 
The house they bought was larger than they needed now, with Kate and Jake no longer living at home. But then with the kids at home, it had been just the right size. It was on Lake Edelweiss, backed up to a thick wooded area and they'd loved it from the first time they saw it. Lee had her writing room in the walk-out basement. The basement also had a workout room, a full bathroom, a galley kitchen, in addition to a family room. A separate game room held a massive pool table, Casey's Christmas present to himself last year. 
Lee and Casey thought they lived in the perfect house. Kate and Jake had liked it a lot growing up and still spent time there on weekends and especially during the summer. Lee and Casey had decided against a pool but the Edelweiss clubhouse had an Olympic-sized pool that was open year-round -- it had a canopy top and was heated during cold weather.
Melinda had been the second one to buy a home there. The house she now lived in was the second home she'd bought in Edelweiss, a step up the ladder, based on her success at the law firm.  Lee and Casey had b een the next family to buy in Edelweiss, then Marla and Dan Pastore. Taylor had been the last to find a home there. For years, she'd avoided living there because of her mother. Taylor loved Melinda but didn't want to be consumed by her mother, a real possibility. But finally her love for the area overcame her anxiety  about Melinda trying to run her life.
At one point in the evening, Lee had said, "There were rumors back in the day, but we all dismissed them. It was not Taylor, never Taylor. And look at this -- it was Taylor."

Marla had agreed. "I heard those rumors, too, and I was one of the people doing the most denying."

Then, as if on cue, both Lee and Marla turned to Taylor, and said in unison, "How could you not tell us?"

Taylor had tears in her eyes as she replied. "I wanted to but Mom wouldn't let me. She ran that whole show and she forbade me to tell anyone ever..." her voice trailed off.

"Except for Tom, of course," Marla said in her reasonable, shrink-tone voice.

"Especially Tom -- but that was at my insistence. I didn't want to ruin his chance at success by tying him down with a baby and a wife. I wanted him to have what he'd always wanted."

"Tom didn't know?" The incredulity was apparent in Marla's voice.

"No," Taylor replied, "Tom never knew."

"But how could you do that? How could you not let him know about the baby, not give him a chance to be part of the decision." This time it had been Lee who had expressed her disbelief at Taylor's actions.

The three women sat silent, not looking at one another. No one knew what to say. Then Marla, always the most sensible one, said, "Okay, guys, what's done is done. As the kids say nowadays, it is what it is. The question is, what now?"

Still neither Taylor nor Lee spoke. Marla took the lead again, changing direction by saying, "Taylor, when you started your story, you said you'd done something life-changing Friday night and that in order for us to understand what you'd done, you had to tell us something you'd never told us about. So what was this life-changing thing you did?"

"Well, Taylor began, speaking slowly, "that's another story in itself. You know I've been seeing a therapist for awhile now?"

"Sure," Marla replied, "I recommended Davina Marlowe to you awhile back. By the way, how's that going?"

"Fine, good," Taylor replied absently. "But here's the deal. I had told Davina all about Tom and the baby and how he never knew about it, and how I never knew what happened to the baby. It was one of those closed adoptions with all the paperwork sealed. But Davina said things had changed since then. Adoption was now much more open. She told me about a system where adoptees and parents who gave up children can register with a service to say they're willing to be contacted."
Lee said, with a grin, "Sort of like an online dating service, except it matches up kids and parents?"

Both Taylor and Marla groaned at the comment, and Marla tossed one of the sofa pillows in Lee's direction, but missed.

"Well, anyway," Taylor continued. "Davina told me what to do and so I did it!"

"What exactly did you do," Marla asked sweetly, still the voice of reason.

"I wrote a letter, giving all the details, dates, place of birth, all that, and said I would like to register with the service so that if my daughter ever searched for her birth mother, it would be all right to give her my name and contact information."

"Wow," Lee said, "that's great! Have you heard anything yet?"

"No," Taylor said, "I only mailed the letter late Friday night. I had written it months ago, shortly after Davina suggested it, but it took me that long to get up the courage to actually mail the letter. Somehow Friday night I found that courage, and I mailed it!"

"Did you tell your Mom?" Marla asked in a soft voice, already knowing what Taylor would answer.

Taylor shook her head slowly, and said, "Good God, no, I haven't said anything at all to her about this. She doesn't even know I'm seeing a shrink."

"What do you mean?" Marla asked. "You haven't told her about Davina?"

"No," said Taylor. "She'd freak out. She's so damn together and with it that she wouldn't understand. You both know how she never understood about any of my problems, the alcohol and AA and all that. She ignored it all -- as far as she was concerned, none of it existed. She was no help at all through that whole thing."

Marla and Lee were silent for a moment, both thinking about Melinda Davenport and the way she'd always tried to control Taylor's life.

Marla stood up, stretched, yawned and said, "Hey, I gotta hit the road. But please, please, this time, keep me informed."

Taylor stood also, nodded vigorously, then gave her friend a hug.

"All these years, I wanted to tell you guys about the baby but I was too scared and too ashamed so I just kept it buried. My Mom convinced me that I had to forget the whole thing, to never think about it, to never let it bother me. You can see how successful I was with that approach."
The three of them laughed a little, with a touch of sadness in their laughter. 

As Taylor and Marla headed towards the door, Lee followed after them, quiet. When she spoke, she voiced the thought on all their minds. "But what about Tom?"
Marla

Monday Night

As Marla drove home, her mind was whirling. She'd been shocked at Taylor's revelation. She'd had no idea. It explained a great deal about Taylor and her life. No wonder everything had spiraled out of control.

She thought back to Lee's parting question, "But what about Tom?" No one had replied because no one had an answer.

They'd hugged each other and then made plans to get together again over the weekend.

What a coincidence, Marla thought, that one of her patients was going through a similar adoption crisis, although from the adoptee's viewpoint rather than the birth parent.

Her patient, Samantha Scanlon, had been struggling with wanting to find her birth parents while at the same time being afraid of the possibility. Marla had given Samantha advice similar to the guidance that Davina gave Taylor about registering with national and state adoption registries.
Samantha had an appointment tomorrow afternoon, and Marla was looking forward to finding out if the young woman had actually mailed the letter. She'd told Marla about writing the letter but being too scared to mail it.

Marla had grown attached to Samantha over the past two years. She was a beautiful, friendly, bright girl who had self-esteem issues but who didn't lack self-confidence, a personality anomaly that Marla found fascinating. Usually if someone couldn't accept themself and like themself, besides low self-esteem, the person generally lacked self-confidence. That certainly wasn't the case with Samantha. She overflowed with self-confidence, particularly when she talked about her music. Then, the words flowed out of her mouth and the charisma poured off her. Marla could feel the star power and looked forward to the day when Samantha was a well-known musician
In her appointment one afternoon, Samantha had been bubbling about her "gig" as she called it, that night in a well-known downtown club. It had taken a little persuasion to get Dan to agree to go but she thought he'd enjoyed himself as much as she did. 

Marla hoped Dan would be home when she got there. Her husband of 20 years was a detective on the county police force, and he'd left a voice mail for her earlier today saying he'd be late getting home. Dan had been a member of the Major Case Squad for several years now. The squad had just taken over what could possibly be a high-profile murder case. The lead position on cases rotated among the squad members, and this time it was Dan's turn. The Major Case Squad consisted of detectives from various police departments throughout the bi-state area. They were called in on the difficult cases, providing much-needed expertise and resources to understaffed and overworked local law enforcement.

Marla had spent the first few years of their marriage, when Dan was a street cop, in a constant state of anxiety over his safety. What a relief it was when he aced the detective's exam, which meant a promotion and getting off the streets and out of danger.

Samantha

Monday Night

As she left the West County club, having once again subbed for the AWOL keyboardist, Samantha checked her wallet and groaned as she realized she had only $3 and change. She didn't like not having "walking around money," as she called it. She could always use her debit card tomorrow but she preferred the security of cash. There was an ATM on her way home, and it was in a busy strip mall so she wouldn't have to worry about being mugged in a deserted area. She owed her teaching partner, Tammy, $20 she'd borrowed to pay for lunch the other day and she wanted to pay it back tomorrow. She'd forgotten to pay it back today and felt bad because she knew Tammy didn't have all that much spare cash.
It was midnight and she had to be up no later than 6 a.m. to make it to Rivermont High by 8. One of these days she was going to have to start getting enough sleep. By the end of the school day, she was always dragging and she didn't like feeling that way. Her natural state was one of energy and enthusiasm but that was only with sufficient sleep. Since starting the music teaching job she'd been out late too many nights and never seemed able to catch up on sleep. 
Feeling her eyes beginning to close, she turned on the radio, to the oldies station. A Tom Richards song came on and this time she listened instead of turning it off. Besides being a singer, he'd also been a songwriter, composing the songs he sang. She remembered reading or hearing somewhere that he'd even written songs for other singers, something rare in the music business. He'd been her idol since childhood, and her interest in him was probably one of the reasons she was a musician herself.e;d 
The Kidnapper
Monday Night

He followed behind Samantha's cherry red Jeep, staying a far enough distance away so she wouldn't notice that he'd been there since she left the club. Tonight he'd allowed himself to go into the club to watch her. He'd found an out-of-the-way table at the back of the room, and positioned himself so that he was seated behind a pillar and hidden from the view of the band members up on the stage. 
He'd drunk diet soda all evening, drawing glares from his waitress who thought she wouldn't get much of a tip from a guy drinking diet soda in a bar. For most of the band's performance, Samantha had played the keyboard and had sung back-up. Then on the last song, she'd been the lead vocalist. He was surprised at her voice, deep and smoky. He knew it wasn't true but it felt as though she was singing directly to him.
He thought she looked tall and willowy up on the stage. Her red hair fell to her shoulders in waves. He was too far away to see her eyes but he knew they were a bright green. He'd been watching her for months. Once he'd been close enough .that he could have touched her if he'd wanted .

He was ready to take her now. He'd do it even if there weren't a lot of money involved. 

She was something special, something beyond his wildest dreams. He'd known about her and her family for years. She was one of those people who stand out wherever they go. Having obscenely wealthy parents helped, but he thought she'd be special even without all that money.
His heart did flip-flops as he thought about what lay ahead. Tonight, in just a few hours, she would be his. He had everything ready -- a secluded place to hide her away from searchers.

It seemed as though he'd been preparing for this night forever but it had only been a couple months since he'd been contacted by the man he now thought of as his partner. He'd known the man from a couple of special jobs he'd done for the man's company. This one was different, though. Those other jobs had just called for some muscle and threats, things like frightening old ladies who didn't want to sell their homes 
This was a much bigger deal, with a much bigger payoff. The guy hadn't explained to him why he wanted to kidnap this young woman but it had seemed obvious.
He now knew a lot about Samantha. He'd done his homework and his partner had supplied him with details. He knew her friends mostly called her Sam or Sammy but he liked the formality of the name Samantha. It resonated with him. He thought that if he'd been born female, he would have liked that name.
The band took a break and so did he, standing up stretching and strolling back to the rest room. He hated the bathrooms in bars. They were uniformly dirty, smelly and covered with graffiti. And this one was no exception.

He quickly relieved himself, rinsed his hands and slapdashedly dried them on a couple of paper towels. When he heard the band begin to play again, he hurried out of the bathroom and back to his table. He sat there, listening to the music, enjoying it. Without asking, the waitress had brought him another diet soda.

He was one of the last to leave the bar, right ahead of the band. He went out to his panel truck, parked in a far corner of the parking lot.

Stars sparkled in the sky but he paid no attention. He was focused on the task at hand. There was no time to look around at anything -- just to play the part he'd written for himself. From the glove compartment he took out a box of disposable gloves. He hated the feel of them on his hands, just as he hated the feel of condoms on his dick. But you had to do what you had to do, and it certainly wouldn't do to leave his fingerprints anywhere.
The band members came out of the bar together, carrying instruments over to the van. He watched intently as Samantha waved good-bye to them and went over to her Jeep. Good, she was going home alone.

The Jeep's engine started, the headlights went on, and Samantha drove out of the bar's gravel parking lot onto the blacktop. The other band members were standing by the side of a ratty-looking van, finishing the loading of equipment.

He drove slowly out of the lot, mentally willing the band to pay no attention to his van. Out on the road, he turned left as Samantha had done. He kepte'd gon several hundred yards between their vehicles. He planned to grab her before she reached home, on the little-traveled road that bordered the Scanlon estate. The road was dark and deserted, and he was going to run her Jeep off the road, grab her and lock her up in the back of his panel truck.
Up ahead, he saw Samantha's left turn signal and he wondered where she was going and what she was doing. He slowed and drove past the small strip mall where Samantha turned in. 

He saw the red Jeep parked by an ATM machine. Samantha got out and walked over to the machine. 

He made a U-trurn on the deserted road then turned into one of several entrances to the strip mall parking lot and drove right up to the Jeep. Samantha turned her head  to see who had driven in. She looked over at his dark gray panel truck parked next to her Jeep, then turned back to the ATM, reaching down to get the money out of the slot.

He slipped out of the truck, the rag with chloroform in his right hand. Quickly he walked up to Samantha and grabbed her arm. She only had time for one scream before he buried her face in the rag. She struggled for a moment, then slumped. He caught her in his arms before she hit the ground. He half-carried, half-dragged her over to the truck. He opened the door at the rear and put her in then truck, then climbed after her. He closed the door and turned on a portable light on the floore s by the door.
He bound her ankles together with a length of cord from a roll on the floor. Then he took a straitjacket out of one the side storage bins and fumbled Samantha into it.

"I'm sorry, my dear," he said to her, "but I have no choice. I know when you come to, you're going to try to escape and I have to make sure that doesn't happen."

He moved her over to an inflatable mattress, put a pillow under her head, then covered her with a lightweight blanket. His movements were careful, considerate, almost gentle, as though she was a treasure to protect.

He climbed out of the rear of the truck, closed and locked the back door and turned to examine the Jeep. He removed her purse, her keys and a small briefcase lying on the passenger seat. As he closed the door, he nicked his forearm on the doorframe, and left a tiny spot of blood on the tumbler. He rubbed his arm, not realizing it was bleeding, and walked over to the ATM. On the ground beneath the machine lay a stack of twenty dollar bills and an ATM card where Samantha had dropped them. He scooped up the money and the card and shoved them into Samantha's purse.
He walked back to the truck and unlocked the back door to check on Samantha. Good, he thought she was still out from the chloroform. Hopefully, she would stay out until he reached their destination.

Slowly he drove out of the strip mall parking lot, careful to use his turn signal and to stay at or below the speed limit. It was late at night, few cars were on the streets, which meant that any cars out at this time of night would be more closely scrutinized by patrolling police cars.

He drove out of town, beyond the outskirts of Rivermont to a wooded nature preserve that covered several thousand acres. He owned a cabin that backed up to the edge of the preserve, in a deserted area, reached by a rutted, gravel road. He was fairly certain no one knew it was there, other than the county tax assessor who sent a yearly bill for property taxes.

He'd first been approached about this job by his partner about six months ago. They'd been planning tonight for months now. He'd thought he could do it last Friday night but that hadn't worked out. Tonight with her stopping at the ATM had been perfect. It had been easier and less riskier than taking her right outside the family estate, as he'd been planning to do.

At his partner's direction, he'd gone to see Samantha Scanlon play a few days after that, at a club in downtown Rivermont. He knew she was a member of one of the wealthiest families in the city and that she and her brother Jimmy were heirs to the Scanlon fortune. She'd played keyboard with a local band, and had sung backup for the lead singer. She had a presence, a star-quality. He asked the bartender about her and the bartender told him that she regularly subbed in various bands throughout the area. 
From then on, he tried to find out when Samantha would be filling in for a band. He'd made friends with the receptionist at one of the local entertainment booking agents, and she sometimes could provide him with tips on where to find Samantha. Sometimes his partner knew when she had a gig, but mostly it was hit or miss, with him visiting various clubs in the evenings and sometimes getting lucky and finding Samantha.

Then he'd started following her in the evenings, parking on a side road by the Scanlon estate, one that you had to take to get anywhere from the estate. Sometimes she'd just go shopping or over to a friend's house. But many nights she'd head toward one of the area's bars or clubs. He never quite knew what was a bar and what was a club. His only clue was that the places designated as clubs seemed to have a higher-class clientele than the ones called bars. He felt more comfortable hanging out in the bars. He thought the clubs were pretentious, in addition to being overpriced.

His partner said they were going to ask for $10 million in ransom for Samantha, an amount her family could easily pay. 
In one of his previous jobs, he'd worked at a bank and what he learned there about offshore accounts, wire transfers and Swiss bank accounts would prove useful now. He already had an account in the Cayman Islands and one in Zurich. His partner didn't know it but he had no intention of returning Samantha to her parents. She belonged to him now, just as the $10 million would belong to him soon.
They reached the cabin, the man in the gray panel truck and his captive in the rear. The moon was full providing a natural illumination for his evening's work. There was no need to try to hide what he was doing because in the deserted nature preserve there was no one to see him open the door of the truck, lift out a limp body and carry it into the cabin. The cabin had no electricity; he used a gasoline-powered generator for lights, the water pump and an electric cooking stove. A concrete cistern provided water. There was a wood burning stove that provided enough warmth so that he rarely used the electric heater. Besides, he didn't live here. This was just his getaway place, his hide-away. He had another home where he lived most of the time.

Inside the cabin, he carried Samantha into the small bedroom and laid her down on the double bed that was pushed up against the inside wall, away from the outside wall that got so cold in the chilly night air.  He lit a Coleman lantern in the bedroom and one in the main room of the cabin, deciding not to start up the generator. The main room was a combination living, dining and kitchen area, furnished with just the necessities. He'd owned the place for years but had never told anyone about it.  There was really hardly anyone to tell. He wasn't in touch with his family, and he had only a few acquaintances and no friends.

He was hungry. He hadn't eaten anything since breakfast. He took an apple from a bowl on the kitchen table, and bit into it, enjoying the tart sweet juiciness of that first bite, the one that always made his jaws ache. He walked into the bedroom to check on Samantha. He had thought she would be regaining consciousness by now but she still seemed completely out of it. She looked uncomfortable in the strait jacket, and he decided to remove it and handcuff her to the bedpost. 
He struggled with the jacket, having more difficulty getting it off than he had putting it on Samantha. Her body was limp and unwieldy, and as he fumbled with the snaps and sleeves, he thought he'd never get it off. Finally, he got her out of it and tossed it on the floor next to the bed. He went into the kitchen to his toolbox, looking for a set of handcuffs. They were the new kind, the plastic ones that snapped into place and didn't require a key. He was careful to not make them too tight around her wrists but also made sure they were tight enough that she couldn't slip her wrists out of them.

He went into the living area and started a fire in the woodburning stove. The rooms were cold and the fire would be enough to take the chill off.
He checked Samantha again but she was still out. Back in the kitchen, he fixed some hot chocolate, using the cooking area on the top of the woodburning stove. He put one cup off to the side, to keep it warm for Samantha. He drank the other cup, feeling its warmth through his body. He went over and stood in the doorway to the bedroom, watching Samantha, watching for any movement. All he could see was the slow up and down movement of her chest as she drew in and then exhaled shallow breaths.
The cabin was silent except for the occasional snapping and cracking of the burning wood. Outside, the wind blew through the trees, making whispering sounds.

She shouldn't still be unconscious, he thought. She should have awakened by now. He wondered if he'd put too much chloroform on the rag. He decided it was time to take measures to rouse her. He put his cup in the sink, then pulled the first aid kit down from a top cabinet shelf. Inside he found of small vial of smelling salts. If she didn't wake up on her own in the next few minutes, he'd wake her up himself. Putting the vial in his front pants pocket, he went back over to the bedroom doorway and once again studied Samantha for any sigh of consciousness.
Samantha

Monday Night

Samantha lay on the bed, rigid with terror. She'd started coming to a few minutes ago but continued to lie there as if she were still unconscious. She'd never smelled chloroform before but she had a suspicion that that was what the man had used on her.

She did her best to breathe slowly, shallowly, as she assumed an unconscious person would breathe. She wanted to postpone as long as possible the moment of revealing to her kidnapper that she was awake. She had no idea who he was, what he looked like, or what he wanted.

The silence was creepy. It was as though she was wrapped in cotton, with all sounds kept out. She could smell smoke and thought she could hear the crackle of wood burning and hoped to God it was a fire in a fireplace and not that the house was on fire.
She felt stiff and cramped but was afraid to move for fear he would see her and know she was awake.

Inside she was screaming, Oh, my God! What is going on here? Who is this maniac and what does he want? Nothing in her 24 years had prepared her for anything like this to happen to her. She'd lived a protected, cosseted life with her wealthy parents and adoptive brother. It had been the proverbial fairytale existence, one which she had taken for granted. 
As she lay in rigid terror, she felt herself on the verge of hyperventilating and forced herself to calm down, to breathe shallowly, slowly, regularly. If there was going to be any chance of getting out of this mess, she had to stay calm, think rationally, watch for her opportunity.

She didn't know how long she lay there, still, unmoving, stiff, uncomfortable. She was sure it was a much shorter time than it seemed. Then, she heard footsteps coming in to the room and involuntarily she stiffened.

The Kidnapper

Monday Night

As he stood in the doorway to the bedroom watching, he thought he saw Samantha move. He walked into the room, towards the bed, his footsteps clacking on the hardwood floor. There! He did see movement. She'd flinched when he walked in to the room. She was awake but pretending to still be unconscious.

He stood by the side of the bed, staring down at her. He'd waited so long for this moment and now, finally, it was here. He squatted down on his haunches, so that he was eye level with Samantha on the bed. Her head was turned towards him, but her eyes were shut tight.

He reached out and touched her face, running his hand down her cheek. She jerked her head back, her eyes flying open and staring into his.

She gazed at him, not saying a word, as if waiting for him to speak.

"Hello, Samantha. How good to see you awake."

Still she remained silent.

"Don't be afraid. If you cooperate, if you do what I tell you to do, everything will be okay. You won't get hurt." 

Still Samantha said nothing. Her silence was beginning to annoy him.

He spoke again. "You can call me...Smith. Of course, that's not my real name but it will do as well as any other." He paused, waiting for a response from her. But there was none.  

He assumed this was some kind of cat and mouse game she was playing. And he was certainly willing to play along with her.
"I know your name, Samantha, Samantha Scanlon. Such a lovely, alliterative name."
Still nothing from Samantha.

"My dear, I would suggest that you answer me, talk to me. As I said, things will of course go better if you're cooperative. If not... " his voice trailed off.

Samantha

Monday Night

Well, she thought, my time is up. It's show-time, I guess. 

She moved awkwardly, trying to maneuver herself into a more comfortable position, but to no avail. Her left arm was raised over her head and was handcuffed to the bedpost.
She shook the handcuff and looked up at him. In a soft, gentle tone, she said, "Is this really necessary?"

The Kidnapper

Monday Night

Delighted that she was finally speaking, he stood up so that he towered over her. "Yes, my dear, the handcuffs are absolutely necessary. As beautiful as you are, I can't trust you."

He reached down and picked up the strait jacket lying on the floor next to the bed where he'd tossed it after taking it off her. He held in front of her and asked, "Would you rather have this instead of the handcuffs?"

"God, no," she shuddered. "Get that thing away from me."

Smith tossed it back on the floor and turned to look at Samantha. "Now, my dear, let's get a few things straight. 
I don't want to hurt you but I certainly will if I have to. I'm planning on relieving your parents of a great deal of money. Money which I know they will think well-spent."

He smiled, thinking that he intended to have the money and her both, but of course he wouldn't tell her that. 
Once again, he thought back to the way this had all started. When his partner had first approached him six months ago,  it had taken a few weeks before he agreed to sign on for the job. Then he had started doing some preliminary footwork, getting the lowdown on the victim. What he found out intrigued him. He'd started following around after Samantha, particularly when she was playing at one of the local clubs. It hadn't taken long for him to fall under her spell. He had a predilection for redheads. Although he supposed that in all truth you'd have to say Samantha's hair was auburn.
He'd begun to obsess about her and he knew that he'd have to take her, no matter what his partner's plans were about the kidnapping and murder. He'd now reached the point where she was the only thing that mattered to him. He fully intended to get the $10 million bur that was almost incidental. Samantha Scanlon was the treasure he wouldn't live without.

The original plan had called for his partner to get the majority share of the money. Although Avery St. John didn't care as much about the money as he did about having Samantha all to himself, he was going to make sure that his partner was out of the picture and that Avery himself would be the only one to end up with the money. 

Samantha

 Monday Night

Samantha stared at her captor, not knowing what to say or how to behave. He definitely looked menacing. He was tall, well-built, somewhere in his 40s, shaven bald, with a dark handle bar moustache and a goatee.  He was dressed in faded jeans and a red St. Louis Cardinals World Champions tee-shirt.

She could feel her heart thudding in her chest and she was finding it difficult to breathe. Please, God, she prayed silently, don't let me hyperventilate. Sam had a tendency to stress-related breathing problems and she couldn't bear it if that happened now. Being unable to catch one's breath, being unable to breathe, was right up there with the most frightening things in the world.

She thought about the stress-reduction exercises her therapist had coached her on. One by one she began the visualizations, blocking out her current situation and replacing the images of "Smith" with the mental oasis she used for meditation and de-stressing.

She'd been seeing a therapist for several years now, since she started college and had struggled with juggling her parents' expectations and her own desires with the realities of the university. Doc Adams, their long-tiome family physician had recommended Marla Pastore to her. Samantha had felt an immediate bond with the woman, almost as if she'd known her in a past life, if you believed in things like that.
Sam kept her therapy sessions close to her chest, not sharing anything with her Mom and Dad. At first, her Mom had tried prying but Sam had refused to discuss it. Then when the whole matter of searching for her birth parents came up, there was no way Sam would tell her Mom and Dad about that. It would hurt them and she loved them too much to do that.
A couple of months ago, while they were discussing Sam's feelings about being an adopted child, Marla asked if Sam had ever tried to locate her real mother and father.

Sam had been somewhat taken aback, not having ever considered doing such a thing. She told Marla, "I guess I thought that would be a betrayal of Mom and Dad and I couldn't do that to them. Plus I assumed those records are sealed or something and that I wouldn’t be able to find out anything"

In a subsequent session, Samantha had raised the topic again, asking Marla for information on how she would go about looking for her birth parents.
Marla explained about the various state and national adoption registries. "Birth parents register with the agency, saying they're willing to be contacted if their child registers looking for them. And vice versa. Adoptees register, saying they're willing to be contacted by their birth parents. This is a fairly recent phenomenon. Once upon a time, you could pretty much count on adoption records being sealed in perpetuity. But gradually over the years that stranglehold has lessened and now many parents and children have been reunited. I'm sure you've seen reports of that all over the media, particularly as it relates to genetic or medical conditions."
"Tell me how to do it," Sam had asked. Marla gave her directions about how to write the necessary letter and an address to which to mail it.

It took Sam awhile to write the letter and even longer to mail it. Her procrastination was because of her concern about how her parents would react. They'd been open with her and her brother Jimmy about being adopted. But they'd insisted they knew nothing about their birth parents and that both adoptions had been closed and the records sealed.  Neither Samantha nor Jimmy had pushed it, seeing how it upset Serena and James when the subject came up.
When Marla first raised the possibility, Samantha had told her brother Jimmy about what she was thinking of doing. He hadn't been as interested in finding his birth parents as she was. In fact, the more she talked about it, the less interested he seemed. So she finally stopped talking to him about it. He had no idea she'd written the letter to the agency. He had no idea she'd finally mailed the letter this past Friday night.
Taylor

Monday Night

Taylor was feeling antsy and couldn't sleep. She was sitting out on her small front porch, gazing up at the star-strewn sky, wondering what was going to happen next.

She'd felt such a sense of relief at confiding in her friends about her baby. It seemed unreal that she'd kept that secret from her two best friends all these years. 
She knew it was because, at first, she'd been so ashamed about it and about what her mother made her do that she couldn't tell anyone. Then as time passed, she couldn't talk about it or think about it and had tried to block it out of her mind in various ways, the most predominant one being alcohol.

It took her a long while, more than half her life, before she was able to admit that she was an alcoholic, that she was powerless over alcohol. But once she'd admitted it, there was no turning back. She'd never had another drink, never wanted another drink. She'd sunk so low, hitting the proverbial rock bottom, that she couldn't bear the thought of ever being there again.

Five Years Ago

OnThat particular day five years ago when her drinking had ended, she'd been out at lunch with one of the major clients of the public relations firm where she worked. She'd had her usual bloody marys, four of them to be exact. Alone in a cab on her way back to the office, she had the cabby stop at a liquor store. She gave him a twenty to wait for her while she went in.

She got back into the cab, carrying a brown paper bag with vodka and bloody mary mix.

Back in her office, she'd closed the door, and locked it. She took a clean coffee cup from a bookshelf and poured vodka and then bloody mary mix into the cup. She took a sip, then added more vodka. She went through the paperwork on her desk, sipping her drink as she went. When the first drink was finished, she poured another and then another. 
She was so tired she could hardly keep her head up. She thought, "I'll just lay my head down for a minute, get a second wind."

She laid her head down on her folded arms on the top of her desk and soon was dead to the world. 
Hours later, she was still sound asleep and didn't hear the tapping on the door, and then the loud knocking.  
A few minutes later, her secretary, Linda Harvester, unlocked the door and came in, closing the door behind her.

"Taylor?" she said softly, then groaned when she saw the bottle of vodka on the desk. She'd worried for months about Taylor's drinking but to her knowledge, this was the first time it had ever happened in the office.
Linda thought the world of Taylor and protected her whenever she'd overindulged at lunch, screening her calls and keeping colleagues out of her office. It had only happened a couple of times but Linda knew that Taylor had a serious drinking problem and that it was only going to get worse unless she woke up and did something about it.

It was after six o'clock and Linda thought everyone else had left for the day but to be on the safe side, she went over and re-locked the door so that no one could walk in on this.

Linda picked up a stack of magazines from a table near the office door, then sat down in the guest chair next to Taylor's desk, prepared to wait as long as it took for Taylor to awake from her stupor. 
It was more than an hour later that Taylor groaned, tried to lift her head from the desk, then laid it back down. Linda just watched, silent, concerned for her boss, determined to see this through.

A couple of minutes later, Taylor lifted her head, shook it groggily, then groaned again when she saw Linda sitting next to the desk.

Finally, sitting up, Taylor rubbed her forehead with the back of one hand, then said, "Umm, Linda, what's going on? Why are you sitting there? What time is it?"

Linda said softly, "It's almost 7 o'clock. You've been passed out in here for a couple of hours. The boss wanted to talk with you earlier but I told him you'd gone for the day. I didn't want him to know about...." she stopped and gestured toward the vodka bottle.

Tears sprang up in Taylor's eyes as she said, "Lin, you're the best, the absolute best."

Taylor placed her hands on the desk in an effort to stand up. But she was unsteady on her feet and fell back into the desk chair.

"Whew, I'm not doing too well," Taylor mumbled. "I don't know what's wrong."

In a quiet voice, Linda said, "You got drunk and passed out, that's what's wrong."

Taylor raised her head quickly to stare at Linda and groaned from the pain. She didn't say anything, just looked at Linda..

Linda continued in the same quiet voice. "I'm not doing you any favors by covering for you, you know."

Taylor nodded slowly and said, "You know how much I appreciate --," and then she stopped speaking as she realized what she'd been going to say -- lying to the boss for me.

The two women sat there, the silence stretching out around them.

Taylor finally said, "I could have lost my job, if, you know, if --"

"Yes," Linda agreed but didn't say anything else.

Taylor felt a wave of fear wash over her, strong enough to finish the sobering up process.

"Linda, what am I going to do? I don't know what to do. I don't want this anymore."

Linda let Taylor's words lay there between them for a couple of minutes before she spoke.

"Do you really mean that?" she asked.

"Yes, I really mean it."

Linda sighed and said, "I've been through this myself."

"You?" Taylor asked, astounded at what her secretary had said.

"Yes, me. About 15 years ago, I hit rock bottom, which is pretty much where you are. My husband left me and took our son with him. I couldn't hold a job. It was bad and getting worse. The one night, I passed out at a bar and some guy was going to take me home with him and do God knows what to me.  Thank heavens the bartender knew me. He chased the guy out of the bar and then took me home. He stayed the night with me, holding my head over the toilet while I puked up my guts."

Taylor shook her head in disbelief, thinking this can't be true. Linda is a lady, she'd never do anything like that. But Taylor could hear the honesty in Linda's voice.

"What happened then?" she asked.

"Marty -- that was the bartender's name -- put me in touch with a friend of his, a woman who was an abuse counselor. I started seeing her and she encouraged me to go to AA. The counselor helped but it was AA that saved my life."
Linda smiled at Taylor, a sad smile. "I still see the counselor but as a friend now, not for therapy. And I still go to AA meetings, one every week. I no longer want a drink but alcoholism is a sneaky disease and I have to stay vigilant."
Taylor stared at Linda in astonishment, then said, "I had no idea. I had no idea at all."

Linda chuckled and said, "It isn't exactly something you shout from the rooftops." Then in a more serious tone, she continued, "It isn't a secret but it's not anything I talk about lightly. I've been wanting to say something to you for awhile but the time and circumstances were never right. Tonight they are and that's for sure."

Linda insisted on driving Taylor home, saying she was still too drunk to get behind the wheel of a car. "I'll come get you in the morning." had been her answer to Taylor's question about how she would get to work in the morning if she didn't drive herself home.
Now, five years later, sitting on the front porch of her home, Taylor marveled at how far she'd come. After that awful day in her office, she'd never had another drink. The next day, as hung-over as she'd ever been, she'd gone to her first AA meeting with Linda, in Linda's neighborhood on the south side of the city.

She'd thanked God every day since that at the miracle that had happened to her. Linda had saved her life and Taylor knew that. She and Linda were still close and saw each other frequently, at the AA meetings they both continued to attend and for lunch or dinner every once in awhile. Linda had married again, to a gentle guy who did something in real estate. Linda had left the public relations agency shortly after Taylor.

Taylor had finally figured out that the high-pressured world of public relations was not her cup of tea -- it just wasn't for her. She began running personal errands for friends, just to keep busy while she job hunted and tried to figure out what she wanted to be when she grew up. To her surprise, she got a kick out of the errands. It was something different every day, and she liked the diversity and the idea of never knowing what was around the next corner.

She talked with her long-time counselor, Davina, and with Lee and Marla, asking their advice. She'd been thinking about trying to make this personal services business into a full-time gig and wanted to know what they thought.

They'd all encouraged her to give it a try. Lee and Marla had wanted to sign up on the spot for her services. Taylor protested that they didn't have to do that, but they'd insisted.

"You can't know how wonderful it would be for me to have someone pay the household bills for Dan and me," Marla told her. "Neither one of us likes to write checks, and we seem to always be living on the edge of being way behind in paying our bills. And I know I could trust you totally with our finances and access to our checking account."

Lee said, "I bet your Mom would be all over this. She's so busy all the time that she'd be in heaven if she could pay someone else to worry about the mundane day-to-day things. I think you've got something here, kid."
And that's just how it had turned out. There was so much demand for Taylor's services that she could pick and choose the jobs she wanted. She'd met a couple of other people in a similar business, and she referred customers that she didn't have time to handle to them.

She hadn't missed the fast-paced, high-pressure world of public relations. She liked what she was doing, and she particularly liked the freedom it offered of choosing which jobs she wanted to take and which people she wanted to work with. That was a luxury that PR didn't offer.

Taylor had never married. There'd been a few men over the years, even ones she'd thought she loved. But nothing had ever worked out. She imagined that it had something to do with her first love, Tom Richards. She'd never stopped loving him, never gotten him out of her heart and her mind. She'd buried her love for him in a deep place that she could ignore most of the time and that worked for her. AA had helped her confront what she'd done to her life and to his, and to make mental amends to herself. She'd never even been tempted to try to make actual amends to Tom. That would have destroyed the safe little life she'd so carefully constructed out of its former wreckage.

Until she joined AA and started taking stock of her life and all the things she'd done in the past, she'd never let herself fully mourn the loss of her daughter and the fact that there were no other children in her life. 

With AA and the 12 steps, she'd worked through her emotional baggage and accepted herself and her life for what they were. 

Lee and Marla had long ago stopped trying to fix her up on blind dates. Taylor had tried it a couple of times, to appease her friends, but in both instances the evening had been such a disaster that the three women had reached an unspoken but agreed-upon understanding that they'd make no more matchmaking attempts for Taylor.

Both childless, Taylor and Marla had formed close ties with Lee's son and daughter. Kate and Jake viewed Aunt Taylor and Aunt Marla as surrogate mothers, and Lee's children had filled a void in the women's lives.
Now
Taylor stood up from the settee on the front porch of her little house and stretched. Time to turn in, she thought.

The only thing on her schedule for tomorrow was an appointment with her therapist, Davina Marlowe. Taylor was looking forward to telling Davina that she'd mailed the letter Friday night. She knew Davina would be proud of her and supportive in her encouragement. She'd also gently advise Taylor to be patient but hopeful as she waited for any results of her letter.
Taylor went inside, locked the door, and thought again about Avery St. John. She still couldn't believe she'd been so stupid as to go skulking around his cabin, like some Nancy Drew wannabe. He locked the door of a cabin out in the wilderness but didn't lock the door of a house in a rundown city neighborhood. That didn't make sense. But then nothing about the man made sense to Taylor. 

She turned out all the lights, then remembered that she hadn't given Ricky and Lucy their evening treats. She got out tuna and chicken from the fridge, along with some half and half. She put the treats on small plates on the kitchen floor, then called the cats. The two black cats came running, as usual sliding on the kitchen floor and almost knocking in to their plates of treats. She bent down to scratch their ears as they ate and was given a purrs in return.
She'd adopted them from a nearby pet store on pet adoption day, almost five years ago, shortly after all the major changes in her life. She'd been walking past the store on her way to Walgreen's to pick up a roll of film she'd left to be developed. She'd walked past a cage that held two tiny black kittens, then had done a double-take and turned back. The two kittens were curled up together in a ball, asleep in the corner of a metal cage. She'd tried to ignore them, tried to make herself keep on walking, but couldn't do it. She was lost, had fallen in love at first sight. Resigned to her fate, she'd arranged for the adoption. She was told it would take two days for the animal rescue group to run a background check on her. They said they would call her about picking up the kittens.

Taylor continued on with her errands, ecstatic about the change that was going to take place in her life. She'd had a cat as a girl and loved it to distraction. Now, she would have two occupants of her heart. 

At Walgreen's, in addition to picking up her developed film, she'd loaded up a shopping cart with cat supplies. In addition to the litter box and litter, kitten food, cat carrier and brush, she'd bought a selection of cat toys. She was amazed at how happy she felt about the kittens.

Two days later, she'd put the two mewing kittens into the cat carrier and had driven home with a huge grin on her face. She'd talked to the kittens all the way home, telling them about their new home, and asking them what they thought their names should be. The animal rescue lady had said they were both females, who'd been spayed and who had all their first-year shots. "So we have to think of girly names for you," she announced.

At home, she'd set the cat carrier on the living room floor, and opened the door. At first, the kittens had stayed in the carrier. Then the one with a white-tipped ear had stuck her nose out the opening and then a tentative paw. Then she came out and started investigating. The other kitten did the same.  Taylor sat on the living room floor, watching as the two black kittens made a circuit of the room several times, sniffing and mewing as they went.

As she sat there, Taylor reached over to the coffee table for the TV's remote control. She turned on the set and smiled when she saw an old black and white episode of "I Love Lucy." 
As she watched the kittens, she also watched Lucy and Ricky on TV. "That's it!" she announced to the kittens. "Your names are Ricky and Lucy." She decided that Ricky was the one with the white-tipped ear was Lucy and the coal-black kitten was Lucy. 

They'd been her buddies for almost five years now. Her mother didn't understand her attachment to them and Taylor didn't try to explain. The kittens, as she still called them, added a missing dimension to her solitary home life. They were a kind of life connection for her, and she loved them for loving her.
Lee 

Monday Night

It was almost 1 a.m. and Lee was still at her computer, typing away. The combination of Althea Graham's prison ministry and the baby Taylor had given up had sparked ideas that she wanted to get out of her head and into the computer.

Finally, at 1:30, the ideas had slowed down, and Lee debated whether to finally call it a night. Then the thought of Tom Richards popped into her head and wouldn't leave. She sat there at the laptop for a couple of minutes, tapping her fingers on the table, and thinking of how she could go about finding Tom Richards.

In her desk files was a folder from the Rivermont alumni reunion committee with a photocopied directory of students from her graduating class.

 In a moment of weakness, Lee had caved in to the pressure tactics of a former classmate. She'd agreed to help with planning the next reunion. Their current task was locating lost alums. Lee had been surprised that so many of her fellow graduates had disappeared.
She thumbed through the directory until she reached the R's. There was Tom Richards' name with a red Lost beside it, along with his last-known address in La Jolla, California. 

Lee sighed as she thought of her one trip to Southern California. It was a truly beautiful, almost magical part of the country. She'd attended a seminar in San Diego and then had driven up the coast highway to La Jolla. The weather was balmy, the kind of day that she thought of as resort weather.
Reluctantly pulling her mind back to the task at hand, Lee started searching the Internet for any trace of Tom Richards. When she Googled his name, she got millions of hits  -- article after article about his music career and then his disappearance from the world of rock. But no indication of his current whereabouts that she could easily find.

She tried one of the people search engines but his was such a common name that there were several thousand possibilities in the correct age range.
Then she remembered that one of the reunion committee members was a computer geek, a female, surprisingly enough. Her name was Georgia Blackstone, and her contribution had been to put up a Web site of the directory. As lost alums were located, committee members could log on to the directory with a password and enter the address, phone number, etc. of the alum. With the password, you could also log on to see which alums had been located and which ones were still lost.

Lee leafed through the papers in the reunion committee file, looking for the paper with the online directory  URL and password. When she found it, she let out a yell of "Yippee," then remembered how late it was and hoped she hadn't awakened Casey.

She typed in the URL and the Web site directory came up in her browser. She typed the password into the logon box and got an error message. She checked the paper with the password, and then typed it again, this time slowly and carefully, using one finger to type a letter at a time into the logon box. And this time it took the password. Logged on to the directory, she scrolled down the list of names to the R's.

Bingo! she thought. The red Lost indicator was gone and there was a new address and phone number included with Tom's name.

Oh my gosh, Lee thought. He's back in the area -- that's unbelievable. 

Tom's address showed the zip code of Donley's Grove, a small town outside Rivermont, close to Washington and the nature preserve that surrounded the outlying area.

Lee copied the address and phone number onto a 3 x 5 card and also entered it into her Palm Pilot. She put the card in an inside pocket of the notebook she carried with her.
She wasn't sure what to do with the information. Taylor had never given any indication that she wanted to see Tom again. In fact, through all these years, Taylor never talked about Tom. It was as though he'd never existed. Now Lee thought she understood. What happened to Tom and Taylor had been heartbreaking. No wonder Taylor messed up her life, Lee thought.
She wondered what would happen with Taylor's search for her baby girl. Would Taylor's daughter, now a grown woman, want to have anything to do with her mother? Or would she reject Taylor as Taylor had rejected her 24 years ago.
She sat there thinking for a few minutes, remembering how Tom and Taylor had been so much in love. she remembered how Taylor and Tom resented being told by various adults that they were too young, that it was puppy love and wouldn't last.

Lee had thought Tom and Taylor had something special, they were something special. In her mind, she used the words soul mates, although at 18, she hadn't been completely sure what being soul mates meant. But one thing she had been sure of  was that they were a forever couple.

But it hadn't worked out that way. Lee remembered when Tom left Rivermont to go play with The Kingsmen. It had happened so suddenly that his group of friends had thrown together a farewell party overnight. 

Taylor convinced her mom to let her have the party at their home. Lee had wondered how she had managed that because Mrs. Davenport hadn't been a fan of the Tom and Taylor relationship. Lee suspected that Taylor's mom was overjoyed that Tom was leaving town, and she probably hoped he'd never return.
Tom and Taylor, Lee and her major love of the moment and Marla Reynolds and Dan Pastore had been a solid group of friends who spent time together. There were another dozen or so kids from their senior class who were tight with Tom and who were invited to his going away party. 

Tom hadn't wanted a party, had wanted to be fussed over, but Taylor really wanted to do this for him and making Taylor happy was Tom's mission in life. Of course, some of the guys snuck in beer, and Taylor managed to keep it hidden from her mom.
Melinda Davenport had tried to do her chaperone duties but the call of work had ended that. She'd gone upstairs to her study and the teenagers had been left on their own down in the rathskellar, as Melinda called their finished basement. 

The party got rowdy, thanks to the beer. It turned noisy enough to bring Melinda out of her study. She quickly realized there was drinking going on, and she confiscated what remained of the beer.

Melinda announced to the group that the party was over, and that it was time to go home. There were about a half dozen partygoers remaining in addition to Tom, Taylor and Lee.
Melinda quizzed the guys who were driving to see if they'd had too much to drink, and they had. So Melinda drove them home, crowded into her Cadillac.
Taylor was sure her mother was going to come down hard on her. She'd sat in a corner of the living room with Tom and Lee, waiting for Melinda Davenport to return home after delivering the partygoers to their homes.

Lee remembered how Mrs. Davenport had strode into the living room and stood staring at the three of them. It was interesting that Melinda Davenport never just walked anywhere -- she strode or marched or rushed. There were times when she strolled, when she was trying to impress on someone how calm and controlled she was.
"Taylor Ann Davenport, what's the idea of the beer?" Melinda's voice carried through the living room. Lee thought that must be what Mrs. Davenport sounded like in the courtroom.
Taylor hadn't answered. She just sat there, trembling. Tom sat close to her and when he saw she wasn't going to answer, he spoke up.

"Mrs. Davenport, Taylor didn't know the guys were bringing beer. She tried to get them to stop drinking but she didn't have much luck."

"Tom, I'd appreciate it if you'd let my daughter speak for herself."

That had been enough to bring Taylor up out of her chair. She glared at Melinda and said, "Enough, Mother. You've humiliated me enough tonight. Come on, Tom, I'll walk you out."

Lee and Tom stood up and followed Taylor up the stairs and out to their cars. Lee gave Taylor and Tom a hug, then drove off, feeling badly that her friends' last night together for awhile had been spoiled.

That was the last time she'd seen Tom Richards in person. Later, she'd seen him on TV and had heard his records on the radio. Liking his music, she had even bought most of them. 
At the computer, she read some of the articles about Tom, about his disappearance from music. One of the articles went into detail about how he'd had a major meltdown during one of his concerts. In the middle of a song, he'd stopped singing and just stood there, looking out at the crowd. Then, he'd laid his guitar down on the stage, turned and walked off the stage. That was the last time he'd performed and the last time he'd been seen in public.

Lee remembered how there had been the usual speculation and rumors. Eventually some of the truth came out. Word on the street was that he'd had a serious alcohol problem. There were reports that he was in this rehab facility or that one, but nothing definite. 
Periodically, reports that he'd been spotted somewhere surfaced in the media but the sightings never turned out to be true. Lee had paid close attention to the reports and hoped someday they'd reveal where Tom was and what he was doing.

As the months turned in to years, the mystery of Tom Richards' disappearance faded from public interest. 

Enough of the past, Lee thought now. She logged off the computer, then stood up and stretched. She was achy and sore from sitting for so long in one place and in one position. It never failed that when she got engrossed in something, she lost track of time and forgot about moving around and stretching. At times, she would sit hunched in front of her laptop for hours at a time, immersed in what she was doing.
She looked at the digital clock on the corner of her desk and groaned at the red numerals that told her it was almost 2 a.m.

Time to hit the hay for sure, she thought, as she switched off the desk lamp. Thank heavens she didn't have anything on her schedule tomorrow. She had just planned to stay home and write and that still was her plan -- after sleeping in, of course. 
She considered taking a quick shower but dismissed the idea. At the moment, all she wanted to do was put her head on a pillow and not lift it for a long time.

But she felt there was something left undone. She sat in front of the computer, staring at the blank screen for a few more minutes. She thought about logging back in to send an e-mail to Taylor but decided to call instead. Lee called the number of Taylor's voice mail service and listened through the introductory message. She knew there was some number she could press to take her directly into voice mail without going through the message and prompts but she couldn't ever remember the number.

Finally, she heard the beep and began talking. "Hi, Tay, it's me, Lee. Listen, don't be mad at me but I thought you should know that the alumni committee has an address and phone number for Tom. Maybe you'd want to let him know about..." Here Lee paused, choked up. She cleared her throat, then continued. "I thought you might want to tell him about the baby and about how you're trying to locate your daughter."

She paused again, then quickly continued, in case the message service was voice activated. "You won't believe it but Tom lives pretty close to us, in Donley's Grove, near Washington and the nature preserve."

She took the 3 x 5 card from the notebook on the desk where she'd just put it minutes ago. She read the address and the phone number into the voice mail, repeating both of them in case Taylor wanted to write them down.

"Tay, I know it isn't any of my business. But please, please think about telling Tom. Especially now that you're trying to locate your daughter."

Lee tried to think of a way to say the next thing without sounding judgmental but no matter how she phrased it, she knew it would sound as though she were being critical of Taylor.

"Maybe it would help you to think how you would feel if the roles were reversed. Wouldn't you want to know you had a daughter out there? Wouldn't you want to do everything possible to locate her? Think about it, sweetie. Give me a call if you want to talk. Love ya."

Lee put down the phone and sat there thinking and yawning for another couple of minutes. Finally, she stood up, stretched and then tiptoed upstairs and into the master bathroom. The dim light from the nightlight in the hallway outside the master bedroom gave enough light for Lee to see Casey sprawled diagonally across the king-sized bed.  


Lee grinned and thought, He always takes more than his share. She went into the bedroom and gently lifted one of Casey's legs and moved it toward Casey's side of the bed. She slid under the covers and rolled over on her stomach, scrunching up the pillow under her head. 
Casey murmured something unintelligible and flung an arm across her shoulders. 

"Good night, sweetheart," she whispered, snuggling down under his arm.

Melinda

Tuesday Morning

Melinda got to her law office early on Tuesday morning. It was barely 7 a.m. and she was the first one there, as usual. She made coffee, then sat down at her desk with a cup to read the morning paper. To her surprise, her private line rang. She looked over and was even more surprised to see the Scanlon name and number on caller id.
"Hello?" she said, expecting to hear James Scanlon's voice. But it was Serena Scanlon, sounding frantic. 

"Melinda, someone's kidnapped Samantha. You have to get over here right away."

"Serena, slow down. I can hardly understand you. Take a deep breath and start again."

Melinda could hear Serena's intake of breath and then her frantic voice again. "Please come now, Melinda. I need you."

Melinda asked, "Is James there? May I talk to him?" 
"No, you can't talk to him. He'll be furious that I called you. He said I couldn't call anyone -- not you, not the police, not anyone."

Melinda asked for details and listened intently, taking notes as Serena talked.

"There was a note wrapped around the morning paper. James had gone down the driveway to pick it up the way he does every morning, and when he came in the kitchen, he looked as if the world had ended. He handed me the note without saying a word. It was a typed note that said Samantha had been kidnapped and wouldn't be harmed as long as we followed the directions. The kidnapper told us we would be instructed where to wire $10 million in order to get our daughter back. The note said we mustn't notify the police and mustn't call anyone at all. I told James I wanted to call you but he forbade it. I sneaked upstairs to our bedroom to call you -- that's where I am now -- but I'm afraid he'll find out. Please, Melinda, just come out here now, and you can pretend you've come by on a legal matter. Then we'll force him to talk to you."
Melinda agreed to drive out to the Scanlon's home right away and promised not to tell anyone about the kidnapping. She broke that promise the moment she got off the phone with Serena and decided to contact Jeffrey Brandon, the private investigator her firm kept on retainer. She called Jeffrey's private cell number.

"Jeffrey?" she responded to his hello. "Melinda Davenport here."

"Yes, of course, my dear, what can I do for you?"

Melinda quickly told Jeffrey what little she knew about the kidnapping.
"$10 million dollars!" he exclaimed when Melinda told him the amount of the ransom. "That's a ...boatload of money."

Melinda smiled, knowing that his good manners had stopped him just in time from saying "That's a shitload of money."

"And Samantha Scanlon, she's the girl we discussed the other day? The girl who..." Jeffrey paused and Melinda finished his sentence for him.

"Is my granddaughter. Yes, that's right. When we talked on Friday I told you that she was considering searching for her birth mother. Now, with what's happened, that doesn't matter at all." Melinda took a deep breath, then another, while Jeffrey waited for her to continue.

"Jeffrey, I need your help. I need you to arrange for a group of private agents who will be at oury disposal if we should need them. We can't call the Rivermont police or the FBI -- you know that and you know why. After all that's gone down between them and  my firm and your firm and them, it would be homicide for Samantha if we were to get in touch with them." 
Jeffrey was silent for a few moments, weighing her words and accepting that Melinda was correct in her assessment.
"Okay, here's what we'll do for starters. You go on out to the Scanlons. I'm going to find something to pose as, a repairman or something, and I'll be there soon after you. I'll arrange for some of my men to be on standby while we get a read on the situation."
Jeffrey added "And I think I'll arrange for some women also. I use quite a few female investigators."
"Yes, of course," Melinda said, then continued. "I'll leave now for the Scanlons, and. I'll meet you there. In the meantime, you have my cell number if anything comes up." She was about to hang up when Jeffrey broke in.

"Melinda, what about Taylor? You have to tell her."

Melinda frowned at the cell phone as a proxy for Jeffrey. "Not now, Jeffrey. I can't deal with that now,"

Half an hour later, she pulled into the circular drive in front of the Scanlons home. She got out of her 550SL, taking her briefcase and purse with her, as if it was business as usual with a visit from the family attorney, for the benefit of anyone who might be watching the house.

Serena met her at the door before she was able to knock or ring the doorbell.

"Melinda, thank you so much for coming. I really need your help." She led Melinda into the library, a large, walnut paneled room at the back of the house, overlooking the patio and the pool.

James Scanlon was pacing back and forth the length of the room. He looked up when his wife and Melinda came into the room.

He walked over to Melinda and took both her hands in his. "Thank you for coming. When Serena first told me she'd called you, I was furious, as you can well imagine. But then I realized that I'm completely lost about this. I have no idea what we should do or how we should handle this. Your help and advice will be greatly appreciated."
He let go of Melinda's hands and reached out and draped an arm around Serena's shoulders. "Come, ladies let's sit down over here and talk about what we need to do."
Melinda stood where she was, not following James. "James, there's something I need to tell you." Her voice was flat and serious.
James stopped and turned around to look at Melinda. "Yes?" he said.

"Right after I got off the phone with Serena, I called Jeffrey Brandon with Brandon Security and told him what had happened. He's going to be here shortly."

James started to protest and Melinda interrupted. "Jeffrey will make sure that if someone is watching the place they won't think he's the police or FBI or anything like that. He said he'll come dressed as a repairman or something. So don't worry about that." 
"Melinda, that was not a good thing to do. The ransom note very clearly stated that we were not to contact the authorities." Melinda could tell that James was furious with her but he still managed to sound civilized. It was amazing how ingrained good breeding could be, she thought.

Serena was watching her husband and her friend but hadn't said a word since her greeting to Melinda when she arrived.

Now she spoke softly to James. "You yourself just said that we don't know how to handle this. And I for one think we need help from Jeffrey Brandon's firm. He's the best in the business. This is what they do. They know how to handle things like this."

The doorbell rang and the three of them started. 

Melinda spoke first. "That's probably Jeffrey. I'll go see."

Neither of the Scanlons protested, not caring that Melinda was going to answer their front door, although they usually answered their own door. They didn't have a maid or a butler -- just a cook and a three-times a week cleaning woman.

Melinda walked back through the house to the entry foyer and opened the front door The Scanlons had followed her and they stood behind in the foyer doorway.

"Jeffrey, thank you for coming," Melinda greeted him. She smiled at his uniform, with the name tag on the pocket indicating that he was Tom from A-1 Heating and Air Conditioning Service. Looking past him, out the front door, she could see the white panel van in the circular driveway, with the same A-1 Heating and Air Conditioning Service logo on the passenger door. Jeffrey sure could make things happen fast. But then she'd known that all along and that was why she'd called him.
Jeffrey Brandon
Tuesday Morning

At Melinda's invitation, Jeffrey came into the entrance hall of the Scanlons home. As he moved further into the entry way, he reached upe He , using his free hand to remove his baseball cap with the A-1 logo. In his other hand, he carried a large toolbox, a  red and gray one similar to the tool boxes used by mechanics and carpenters.

Melinda introduced Jeffrey to James and Serena, then led him to the library at the back of the house. At Melinda's suggestion, the four of them sat down at a long table that occupied most of the middle area of the room.

Jeffrey took out a small notebook and a pen and put them on the table in front of him.  He took a micro cassette recorder from a shirt pocket, clicked it to record and set it in the middle of the table. Then he said, "Mr. Scanlon, could you tell me what's happened? Melinda told me most of it but I need to hear it from you. Start from the beginning."

James nodded, but was silent a moment, as if gathering his thoughts. Then he told Jeffrey about finding the note wrapped around the morning paper. He pointed to the small piece of notepaper lying in the middle of the table. Jeffrey looked at it for a moment, then took a pair of disposable gloves out of one of his jacket pockets and drew them on. Only then did he touch the note. He read it silently then aloud.
Scanlon: We've got your daughter. Don't go to the police or we'll kill her. We want $10 million dollars for her return. We'll lete struggled He you know where to wire the money. Remember -- no police.
Jeffrey took a small plastic bag from another jacket pocket and slipped the note inside.

"I don't expect we'll find any prints other than yours, Mr. Scanlon, but we'll see. Now, I have some questions I have to ask you and your wife."

For the next half an hour, Jeffrey Brandon questioned the Scanlons about Samantha's activities the past few days, her state of mind, whether she'd acted any differently, or told them something out of the ordinary. Neither James nor Serena could think of anything Samantha had said or done that was in any way unusual.

He asked whether she had a boyfriend, who her friends were, what she did in her leisure time. Jeffrey was pleased by how James and Serena answered his questions in as much detail as they could, considering what their state of mind was. One of the surprising things they told him was that both Samantha and their son Jimmy were both adopted. Jeffrey asked if they'd contacted their son about Samantha's kidnapping.
James had stiffened and said briskly, "We were trying to follow the kidnapper's instructions not to contact anyone. But Ms. Davenport blew that all to hell."

Hmmm, Dan thought. What's going on there? He made a mental note to come back to the subject of the son.

When he was finished with the questioning, Jeffrey picked up his pen and began drawing  a rough sketch on one of the pages of his notebook. 

"Now here's what I need," Jeffrey said. "Tell me about your property here. Is there another way in other than the front drive off Brookmore? A back entrance?"
"Yes, actually there is," James answered. "There's an old unused stable and a barn at the back of the property, and you can get to them from a road that runs back there, Hatchery Road."

Jeffrey pushed the notebook and pen towards James, saying, "Show me."

James picked up the pen and carefully drew in two small squares set off from a winding road.

"Good," Jeffrey said, nodding his head. "Now here's what we're going to do. I'll have some men come in the road by the barn and then come in to your house through the back entrance. I've already arranged for a tap on your phone so if the kidnapper contacts you through your land line, we might be able to trace the call if you can keep him on the phone long enough."
Jeffrey turned to Melinda and said, "What are you planning to do? Are you staying or going back to your office?"

Both Melinda and Serena said, "Staying," at the same time. Jeffrey looked at Melinda, understanding her intense involvement and nodding his head in agreement.

"All right. Now are you expecting anyone to come here today? "

Serena answered. "Yes, our cook will be here around 11 and she stays till after we're finished with dinner and she's put the dishes in the dishwasher. Our cleaning woman is due about the same time and she'll leave around 5."

Jeffrey said, "We'll have to work quickly. Mrs. Scanlon, can you call both of them and make up some reason for them not to come today. Tell them you're ill or going out of town or something. Yes, tell them you have to go out of town unexpectedly, and you'll contact them when you return. Then I'll arrange for two of my female investigators to take their places and come in to the house."

Two hours later, everything was in place. Now they were just waiting for some contact by the kidnapper. Jeffrey felt as though time was standing still, now that everything was done.

In addition to the two women posing as household help, Jeffrey had arranged for two of his best investigators to come in through the back way. The phone was now tapped. His investigators had brought several high-tech pieces of equipment with them, including several laptop computers, a long-range parabolic microphone and night vision goggles. Jeffrey felt his usual sense of satisfaction at the sophistication of the state-of-the-art  gadgets he equipped his people with. A far cry from the old days, when he was starting out in the business, and all he had was a cassette recorder, and he'd thought that was sophisticated.
Everything was set up in the library, a room that Jeffrey judged large enough to accommodate the people and the equipment necessary. 

The two women investigators posing as the cook and the cleaning woman had arrived, one at a time, at the front door. The younger of the two women had appointed herself as the one to keep coffee and sandwiches available. The older woman had assigned herself to stay close to Serena Scanlon to provide whatever support was necessary.

Jeffrey stood in the doorway to the library, looking at the half a dozen people in the room. Melinda, James and Serena were sitting together on a sofa in front of the fireplace. The older woman investigator was perched on the edge of an armchair adjacent to the sofa. The younger woman investigator was out in the kitchen, preparing more sandwiches for the group. His two male investigators, his top techies, were seated at a long table, on which they'd set up two laptop computers and assorted telephone equipment. Jeffrey was grateful for his technical agents. Jeffrey knew their expertise could prove vital.
Jeffrey walked towards the sofa and made eye contact with Melinda Davenport. "Melinda, could I have a moment of your time?"

Melinda looked surprised at the formality of his request but said, "Of course." She stood up, then reached down to pat Serena on the shoulder. "I'll be right back, dear."

Jeffrey turned and went out into the hallway and Melinda followed behind him. He motioned her into a small sitting room off the hallway, then closed the door behind them.

"Have a seat," he said in a gentle tone.

Melinda sat in a chair close to a window overlooking the patio and swimming pool. She looked up at Jeffrey, waiting for him to sit down and tell her what he wanted.

But Jeffrey didn't sit. He stood by the door, looking as though he wanted to pace back and forth but was restraining himself.

Melinda grew impatient and said, "What is it, Jeffrey? What's going on?"
Jeffrey replied slowly, "You know that the truth about Samantha is going to have to come out. You know you're going to have to tell Taylor."

At first, Melinda didn't answer. Then she finally said, "Not if we can get Samantha back quickly. We wouldn't have to say anything to anyone."

"Melinda, I know you well enough to know that there's something else going on here." 
She remained silent but had looked away from him to gaze out the window.

"Melinda, if there's anything you know, anything at all, that might impact this girl's kidnapping, you have to tell me."  Jeffrey waited, giving her the glare again, trying to make sure that this time she would open up to him.

"Jeffrey," she began, and he thought this was it, she was going to tell him what she hadn't yet confided in him. "If there was anything I could tell you, if there was any way I could help, I would. Just trust me as your friend."

"I know how hard this must be on you," he said slowly, noticing the dark circles under her eyes and the strain lines around her mouth. She was an extremely attractive woman and usually looked ten years younger than her age but not today. Today she looked every one of her years.

"Now, what are we going to do." The gentleness in his voice brought tears to Melinda's eyes and a catch to her throat. 

"I don't know what to do," she whispered and then let the tears run down her cheeks.

Jeffrey once again pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and handed it to Melinda. "This is getting to be a habit," he said with a smile.

Melinda tried to smile back but then could only cry harder. She considered herself a private, self-contained person, and it bothered her to cry in front of Jeffrey, twice now, an unthinkable thing for her to do.

There was a moment of silence between them and then, her tears under control, Melinda spoke. "I'm going to have to tell the truth about this situation, aren't I?"

Jeffrey took her hand again and said, "Yes, my dear, that's exactly what you're going to have to do."

Melinda let out a sob and then drew in a deep breath. "I have to talk with Taylor first. She has no idea. Oh God, she's going to hate me. She'll never speak to me again."

"Now don't get yourself all worked up over something that may not happen," Jeffrey said. "Just take it one minute at a time. Is there anything I can do right now to help? Do you want me to go along with to see your daughter?"

"I wish you could but that wouldn't be right. I have to do this on my own. I have to face Taylor alone." She blew her nose on Jeffrey's handkerchief, then gave him a smile. "I know what I'm giving you for Christmas."

Jeffrey smiled back and patted her hand again. Jeffrey had a gut feeling that Melinda Davenport was still not telling him all of the truth. But that could be expected. Ever since he'd first met her, he'd known that as a high-powered attorney, subterfuge was her stock in trade. 

But he wouldn't give up. He knew something was there. "Good," Jeffrey said in response to her attempt at lightness about her Christmas gift to him and waved his hand at her as he walked out of the sitting room. He shut the door behind him, leaving Melinda still sitting in the chair by the windows.
Melinda Davenport

Tuesday Afternoon

Melinda stayed there for a few minutes, motionless, thinking how good Jeffrey Brandon was at his job. She'd been right to call him. 
She hated to admit to herself that she was out of her league. She thought back to what had happened a few days before.
On Friday evening when she'd met with Jeffrey Brandon in her office, she'd told him about Samantha Scanlon, how she was starting to search for her birth parents. Then she told him the secret she'd kept for almost 25 years, the secret she hadn't shared with even her closest friend, Jenny Travis.

"Samantha Scanlon is my granddaughter. She's my daughter Taylor's child."

Jeffrey hadn't said anything, and had just nodded his head, encouraging her to continue. They were sitting in adjacent arm chairs in front of Melinda's desk. 
Melinda had stood up and began pacing around her office as she talked.

"Twenty-five years ago Taylor got pregnant. She refused to tell the father, even though she said the two of them were in love. He was her high school sweetheart, a singer and guitarist who'd just left Rivermont to go on the road with a rock band. Taylor said music was his dream, and she couldn't do anything to interfere with that. She forbade me to interfere. And let me tell you, when that girl makes up her mind about something, nothing and no one can change it."

Melinda had paused in her story and Jeffrey took the opportunity to get up and get her a glass of water. Melinda drank the water in just two gulps, then set the glass on the corner of her desk.
"Taylor was at Mizzou when she realized she was pregnant. She came home one weekend, a wreck. She didn't want to tell me but she didn't know what else to do. Neither one of us ever even mentioned abortion. That was just something that never hit our radar. We spent the whole weekend going over and over the possibilities. By the time Sunday night came, we'd agreed on a plan. Taylor would go back to school and withdraw for the semester. We invented a story about a dying aunt that she was going to take care of during her last months. I actually had an aunt in Wichita. We'd called her Sunday afternoon, and angel that she was, she had agreed to have Taylor stay with her until the baby came." 
"I went to visit Taylor every week while she was in Wichita, usually on the weekend, but sometimes during the week if my schedule prevented the weekend visit. Taylor is my only family, other than the aunt in Wichita and two cousins that I never see. I couldn't bear to not see her whenever possible.

At the time I was the Scanlons' attorney, and I knew they were trying to adopt a baby. I told them about Taylor and said I would arrange for them to adopt her baby, on the condition that they never tell anyone who the baby's real mother was."

Melinda stopped pacing and stood in front of Jeffrey.

"I know, I know. That was a foolish thing for me to do. But I thought that at least this way I'd know that my grandchild was in good hands. The Scanlons agreed to my conditions and when the baby girl was born, they flew to Wichita to pick up the baby. Taylor had insisted on seeing her baby right after she was born. Then she didn't want to see her again."
Jeffrey saw the tears in Melinda's eyes begin to trickle down her cheeks. He pulled a handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and handed it to her. She wiped away the tears, then sat back down in the chair next to him.

"Things were never the same between Taylor and me after that. She blamed me for taking her baby away from her. She'd wanted the baby to have a loving family, a mother and a father, so she'd thought it better to give up the baby. But, of course, it broke her heart. She's had a rough life since then, and it's only been the past few years that she's gotten back on track. There were some bad times for her, and I'm afraid that if Samantha succeeds in finding out that Taylor is her birth mother, that those bad times will return. Plus, Taylor will never forgive me for placing Samantha with someone that I know."

"Melinda, what is it that you want me to do?" Jeffrey asked, getting to heart of things, as was his habit.

Melinda sighed, and said, "I want you to work one of your usual miracles, Jeffrey. I want you to make sure that Samantha never finds out who her birth parents are. Can you do that?"

Jeffrey shook his head slowly, as it to say no, but his words were, "I can try. But the only way to ensure that Samantha doesn't find out would be to remove all traces of her birth. That would be illegal and unethical and of course, incredibly expensive."

"But you might be able to do it?" Melinda asked, a glimmer of hope in her voice. 

Jeffrey hadn't answered her directly. He'd asked her for details, dates, times, places, all of which he recorded in a small notebook in his neat, precise writing.
He'd ended that Friday night meeting with "I'll be in touch." 

Jeffrey Brandon
Tuesday Afternoon

Jeffrey walked out of the sitting room and started to go back into the library, then changed his mind and went out the front door of the Scanlon home. He stood there for a moment looking up at the porte cochere that provided a covered area on the circular drive, which gave people alighting from cars protection from the weather. He wished he could take off down the long winding driveway at a run. Exercise, any kind of movement, helped his mind work and he could use all the help he could get right now. But he couldn't do anything that would look suspicious or out-of-place, in case the kidnapper had someone watching the house. In his mind, he did a couple of circuits of the long driveway, but it didn't help ease the tension. He went out to the "air conditioning" van and took out two small cardboard boxes marked as air conditioning parts but which would actually filled with newspapers as a subterfuge.

He headed back toward the house feeling worse than when he went outside. He wasn't feeling good about where things stood with Melinda Davenport, and he didn't know what to do about that. He started to juggle the boxes to free a hand to open the front door when it opened for him.

Melinda was coming out, carrying her purse and briefcase. 

Jeffrey said, "Leaving?"

Melinda smiled at his quizzical tone and said, "You're right, as usual. I'll be back," and swept past him.

He stood watching as she got into her black Mercedes sport convertible. When she started the car, the radio came off, blasting KMOX, the talk radio station based in St. Louis, but heard around the Midwest. She drove off, not looking back at him. He watched her all the way down the drive and out onto Brookmore.

What was going on with that woman, he wondered. He'd thought he knew her fairly well. She was, after all one of his best clients and he hoped a good friend. Plus, she was one of the most well-known attorneys in Rivermont, and he'd seen her in action in court many times. 

Deciding not to worry about it for the time being, Jeffrey walked through the front door, which Melinda had left open, conveniently for him, when she left.

Time to check on everybody and everything. He'd been away from the action for more than a half an hour, too long in situations like this.

He went back into the library and found everyone much as he'd left them. In his absence, the younger woman investigator had evidently returned from the kitchen, bringing with her a platter of sandwiches and bowls of chips. Jeffrey realized he was hungry, not having eaten anything since breakfast that morning.
Serena Scanlon

Tuesday Afternoon

When the phone rang, everyone in the Scanlons' library snapped to attention. Jeffrey looked over at his techs to make sure everything was set up to trace the call. At their nods of assent, Jeffrey gestured to James Scanlon to answer the ringing phone.

The instrument was in the center of the long table around which they'd been spending so much time. With his hand shaking slightly, James reached out, picked up the receiver and said "Hello/"

"James, it's Melinda."

James shook his head, covered the mouthpiece and said to the room at large, "It's Melinda Davenport."

"James, I need to speak with Serena. It's urgent."

James started to protest into the phone but Melinda cut him off. "James, I mean it. This is urgent and I need to talk with Serena now."

James heard both determination and anger in her voice and gave up. He handed the receiver to his wife, who had been standing beside him since the phone rang.

Serena took the phone and said hurriedly in the mouthpiece, "Melinda, you know better than to call. You know we're waiting to hear from...from..." Serena's voice broke and Jeffrey wondered if she'd been going to say Samantha or the kidnapper.

Serena frowned down at the receiver in her hand, and seemed to be listening intently to whatever Melinda was saying on the other end of the connection.

Finally, Serena said, "Yes, yes, I see. No, I don't agree and I don't understand. But I know you're going to do what you're going to do."

Serena was silent again as she listened to Melinda. Then she said, "When are you coming back?" 

She nodded, said, "I see," then hung up the phone. For a moment, there was silence in the room, then James asked, "What did Melinda want?"

"Ummm, she wanted to let us know that she probably won't be back here until later this evening."

Jeffrey said, "But she is coming back?"

Serena answered, "Yes, she's coming back but she said it might be late when she gets here. I had asked her earlier to stay the night, which she agreed to do. I believe she'll be bringing back clothes and things."

Serena tucked her hand inside her husband's arm and gave it a squeeze. "James, could we walk a little outside.  I need some fresh air and to move around."

James had nodded his agreement and followed behind his wife as she headed out the French doors that led from the library to the patio at the back of the Scanlon home.
Serena Scanlon

Tuesday Afternoon

Serena walked across the patio and through the low gate that led to their garden. James followed behind, not saying a word.. He knew that Serena had something she needed to tell him, out of earshot of everyone in the library.


As soon as she was sure no one would be able to hear their conversation, Serena stopped walking and stood facing James, her back to the library windows. 

"James, Melinda called to tell us that she's going over to her daughter's home right now to tell her about Samantha." Serena's spoke softly, even though there was no one near enough to overhear their conversation.

James reached out and took his wife in his arms. He patted her back and said, "There, there," in a soothing tone. 

"I understand why she's doing this, I really do. Samantha is in danger, serious danger, and that changes everything." Serena looked up at James to see if he agreed.

"I suppose I understand also, my dear. But that certainly doesn't mean that I agree. I don't know what possible good it will do for Melinda to reveal Samantha's situation to her birth mother."

"I don't either," Serena agreed. "But we knew we were taking a chance on Melinda's granddaughter. Things have gone so smoothly over the years that I never thought it would be any different. But the kidnapping changes all the rules. Nothing matters now but getting our daughter back. James, I don't know if I could go on if anything... anything happened to Sam."  Serena started to cry again and reached in to her pocket for a tissue. James handed her his handkerchief, saying,. "Here, dear, use this. We'd best go back inside, my dear, and see what's going on. By the way, I like that Jeffrey Brandon, and I trust him to do what's best for Sam. I think we're in good hands here."
They walked arm in arm back into the library, with James' words ringing in their ears -- this is over.

Taylor Davenport

Tuesday Evening
It was almost five when Taylor got home that Tuesday. She'd been doing personal shopping for one of her least favorite clients. Gloria Stanhope was one of the grande dames of Rivermont and had become a client by way of Taylor's mother. Mrs. Wentworth Stanhope, as she preferred to be called, was a client of Melinda Davenport's law firm and when she found out that Melinda's daughter provided personal concierge services, Mrs. Wentworth had latched on to Taylor with a vengeance. Because Gloria insisted on paying double Taylor's usual hourly rate as her way of receiving preferential treatment, her business was hard to turn down.
This afternoon's assignment had been to find a dress for Mrs. Wentworth to wear to the wedding of the granddaughter of one of her supposed long-time friends. Taylor had gone to the Saks store at Plaza Frontenac in St. Louis suburbs and had selected three gowns for her client to choose from. Because Mrs. Wentworth was such a good customer, Saks allowed Taylor to take the dresses with her on approval. Mrs. Wentworth would sometimes end up buying all of the choices and that's what the Saks sales consultant was hoping for again.
However, that purchase hadn't been the end result of this afternoon's shopping trip. Gloria had said she disliked all three choices and refused to even try them on. 

Taylor had a feeling that there was something else going on here and had tried to charm her way into getting to  the bottom of Mrs. Wentworth's bad mood.
"Tell me about this wedding," Taylor said, as they sat in the lounge area of Mrs. Wentworth's bedroom suite. 

Those simple words had opened a floodgate. Gloria started to cry, something Taylor hadn't thought possible. She hadn't even imagined that this woman of steel had tear ducts.

,
"I can't go to the wedding. I would be too humiliated to show up alone. None of my family will go with me and I just can't face that woman alone."

Taylor knew "that woman" referred to the grandmother of the bride-to-be who was supposedly a good friend, and she now assumed that wasn't the way it was at all. 

Taylor got up and went in search of tissues. She found a box on the bedside table and brought them over to Mrs. Wentworth who was sitting on the love seat, hunched over, face covered with her hands, sobbing. Before she knew she was going to say it, Taylor offered, "Mrs. Wentworth, I would be honored to attend the wedding with you."

"Of course, you would," Gloria said through her hands, "for your fee, of course."

"No, I meant I would go as your friend." Taylor couldn't believe she was volunteering to spend time in this woman's presence for free. But after she said the words, she thought about them, and she realized she actually felt sympathy for this woman. Gloria Wentworth had more money than she could ever spend but her disposition had guaranteed that she would be alone in the world. Her husband had divorced her decades before, and her children and grandchildren avoided her when possible. 

Now at home, Taylor was beating herself up for what she had offered Gloria Wentworth. But somehow she knew it had been the right thing to do. 

As she'd walked in the front door of the cabin, she heard the beeping of the answering machine. She debated between going to the bathroom or listening to her messages first and the bathroom won hands down. In the process, she changed clothes, taking off her business casual outfit and putting on what she usually wore at home, jeans and a t-shirt. 

She grabbed a diet Dr. Pepper out of the refrigerator, then went over to the hallway table to check the messages on the answering machine. The LCD screen of the answering machine showed the number 5 -- she picked up the pen and notepad next to the phone and listened to the first four messages, taking notes. All were from clients wanting to schedule her time. But the fifth message was from her mother and Melinda's words and tone of voice sent a unexpected shiver of fear down Taylor's spine.

"Baby, it's me." Melinda's voice was low and the tone was emotional, an unusual tone for Melinda. "I'm coming to see you right away. I should be there around five. I have something to tell you that's... that's..." There was a silence on the answering machine message and Taylor thought her mother had rung off. But then Melinda's voice began again. "It's bad, Taylor, really bad, and I don't know what to do. I'll see you soon."
Taylor's hand was shaking as she pressed save for Melinda's message. She listened to it again, feeling in her gut that there was something terribly wrong and scared to even think of the possibilities.

She looked at her watch and saw that it was just past 5 p.m.  She heard a car come up the road and went to open the front door. Melinda's Mercedes was pulling in to the driveway. Taylor stepped out on the porch, hands clenched at her side, tension making her back rigid and her jaw clenched.
Melinda Davenport

Tuesday Evening

Melinda swung out of the convertible, leaving her purse and briefcase on the passenger seat. The two women did their usual hug and kiss but said only hello.  

Taylor followed her mother into the cabin's living room, then stopped just inside the door. She took a deep breath and said, "Mom, what is it? Are you sick?"

Melinda turned to face her daughter and shook her head. "No, baby, I'm not sick. I wish it were something as simple as that." She pointed toward the couch and said, "Let's sit."

The two women sat down close to each other on the couch and Melinda reached over to take Taylor's hand.

"Oh, God, sweetie, I don't know how to tell you this. You're going to hate me. You're never going to speak to me again. But I have to try to get myself and my ego out of the way and tell you the truth."

"Mom, you're really scaring me. Just spit it out."

Melinda nodded, and began to speak, slowly and deliberately. "Almost 25 years ago, when the baby was born," she stopped abruptly as Taylor yanked her hand away and stood up.

"I won't let you talk about the baby," Taylor said.

"You're going to have to because that's what this is all about."

"No," Taylor said. "That's in the past and we are not going to talk about it." She began pacing back and forth, not looking at her mother.

"Taylor, I'm just going to say this and get it out." Melinda took a deep breath, and began.

"I arranged for your baby daughter to be adopted by some clients of mine here in Rivermont. Their names are James and Serena Scanlon, and they live on the outskirts of Rivermont. They're quite well-to-do, and they've given the girl everything. Her name is Samantha, and she's beautiful and funny and interesting. I've met her a few times over the years. You would be so proud of her..." Melinda's voice trailed off as she heard low sobs coming from Taylor. She stood up and went over to her daughter and took her in her arms.

"Mother, how could you have done this? How could you have kept this from me all these years? Why in God's name are you telling me now? What's going on?" Taylor ended up shouting her final words.

Melinda held on tight to Taylor and said, "This is the hardest part of what I have to tell you. Something really bad has happened to Samantha. She's been kidnapped and is being held for ransom."

Hearing this, Taylor let a low moan and shook her head back and forth. "No, no, that can't be true. None of this is true. This is all some kind of nightmare." Taylor wrenched herself away from her mother and went out the front door of the cabin to the front porch. It was dusk, almost dark. The mercury vapor street lamps up and down the road shown like golden globes, floating in the evening fog rising up from the lake and through Edelweiss.
Taylor wrapped her arms around herself in defense against the chill of the evening and the horror of what her mother had just told her.

Melinda came out on the porch and stood behind Taylor, wanting to take her daughter in her arms again but knowing that Taylor would fight her off.

"My God, Mom, what kind of monster are you to do something like this? What a betrayal..." Taylor's voice trailed off as the tears came again. She turned around, went over to one of the white wicker porch chairs, and half sat, half fell into it.
Melinda stood there motionless for a few moments, her hands gripped tightly together to keep them from shaking.

Taylor took a deep breath and then another. "Who all knows about this? About the adoption and the kidnapping?" she asked.

"The Scanlons, of course, me, and Jeffrey Brandon, my private security consultant and now you. The ransom note warned us not to go to the authorities and I totally refused to call the Rivermont police or the FBI, based on the bad reputation they've had here the past few years. I called in Jeffrey instead. I trust him totally, more than I would the police or FBI. His firm has international experience in kidnap and rescue situations."

Melinda paused, gathering up the courage to tell Taylor the next part.

"Last Friday, I found out from Serena Scanlon that Samantha had started to look for her birth parents --" Taylor's gasp and moan at this news interrupted her. 
Melinda continued, "When Serena told me about Samantha looking for her birth parents, I contacted Jeffrey Brandon to see if there was any way we could prevent Samantha from finding out who her parents were. I'd spent all these years making sure it was kept secret and I didn't want it coming out now." 

Taylor said in brisk voice, "Sit down, Mother." 

Melinda went over and sat in the chair next to Taylor.

Taylor began speaking, anger spilling out of her. "I am so furious at you I don't know what to do. I actually want to strangle you.  I can't believe that you did this to me. How could you? This is the worst sort of betrayal. I will not ever forgive you for this." Taylor stopped, trying to regain her equilibrium.
"All my life you've tried to control me, to control my life. And this is just the ultimate in control. In AA, I learned I had to take responsibility for my drinking, that I couldn't blame it on anyone but myself. It took me a long while before I could stop blaming you. I've blamed you for every bad thing all my life.  And I finally realized I had to stop doing that and get on with my life. And now here I am with an actual thing to blame you for -- there's no way around that -- you are to blame for keeping this secret and living this lie."

Melinda lowered her head to hide the sudden tears in her eyes. Her daughter had never seen her cry, and she wasn't going to see it now. In her mind, Melinda had spent almost 45 years taking care of Taylor in one way or another and that was never going to stop. Melinda had tried never to show weakness in front of Taylor. Somehow, she thought she had to be super human to make up for her shortcomings.

Melinda's best friend and confidant Jenny Travis was the only person in the world who knew the real Melinda Davenport. Melinda was amazed that despite all that Jenny knew about her, she still loved Melinda.

The only thing Jenny hadn't known about her was this secret about Taylor's baby girl. Melinda wondered what Jenny would think of her when the truth finally came out, as it surely would.

Taylor looked over at her mother, who sat straight-backed and motionless in the white wicker chair, head bowed, not speaking.

"All right, Mother, what do we do now?"

Melinda started at the sound of Taylor's voice, so engrossed in thought had she been.

"Do?" Melinda rasped, the one word question all she could manage as she tried to pull her thoughts together.

"Yes, do," Taylor repeated in an angry tone. "We have to do something. We have to get ... " her words dropped off and then she continued, "We have to get Samantha back."

Melinda shook her head helplessly. "I don't know what to do. I don't think I've ever in my life felt this powerless. Jeffrey Brandon is saying we're in good hands with the resources of his firm but I don't like feeling helpless. I need to be able to do something."

"This is not about you, Mother. You need to accept that for once in your life, it's not about you."

Melinda made no response, hearing the anger and bitterness in Taylor's voice. And rightfully so, she thought. I deserve whatever abuse she wants to dump on me.

Taylor stood up and began to pace back and forth across the small porch. "I want to go there," she said.

At first, Melinda didn't answer, not knowing what Taylor was talking about. 

Hearing no response from Melinda, Taylor repeated her statement in a louder voice, "Mother, I said I want to go there!"

"Go where, dear?" Melinda asked.

"Where Samantha lives -- the Scanlon home."

"We can't go there. That wouldn't be right."

Taylor stopped her pacing and stood in front of where her mother sat.

"I'm going to go there. You can come with me or not. It's your choice."
"Taylor, we can't do that. The Scanlons are a basket case as it is. I can't put them through anything more this evening."

"You should have thought of things like that 25 years ago when you did what you did. Now you and the Scanlons and the rest of the world are going to have to accept what is. Samantha Scanlon is my child and she's in danger so I have to go there -- it's the only place I can be."

Taylor turned abruptly toward the front door of the cabin and went inside. For a moment, Melinda sat staring after her departing daughter. The she too went into the house.
Inside she found Taylor pulling a windbreaker from the coat closet and grabbing her purse and truck keys from the hall table where she'd laid them when she came home.

"Taylor, if you insist on this, I have to call the Scanlons and ask if it's all right if we come."

Taylor just looked at her mother, then walked out the front door. Melinda followed quickly after her, but was too late to stop Taylor from getting into her pickup and driving off, scattering gravel as she went. Melinda got into her Mercedes and backed onto the road, putting up the top as soon as she reached the main road in Edelweiss. She reached for her purse and pulled out her cell phone to call Serena.

She asked if there'd been any news of Samantha and heard Serena's tearful, "No, nothing yet." Then Melinda said, "Serena, Taylor is on her way to your place and I'm right behind her. I'm sorry -- I tried to tell her not to come but she's furious with me and won't listen to a word I say. I've made such a mess of this."
Serena said, "Taylor's coming here? Oh, that will be awful. Can't you please stop her? Don't take offense but I can't have her here. It would be just too difficult."

"Like I said, I couldn't stop her. I'll try to catch up with her before she ends up on your doorstep and try again to talk her out of coming."
Melinda ended the call with Serena and punched in the speed dial number for Taylor -- number 1 of course. At first she thought Taylor wasn't going to answer but finally she picked up.

"Yes?"

"Taylor, I called Serena Scanlon. She doesn't want you there. She said things are hard enough as it is, and she and James just can't take any more."

"That doesn't matter to me. I have to do this."

"You don't know where the Scanlons live," Melinda said.

"Yes, of course I do. Everybody in Rivermont knows where the Scanlon estate is. Besides they live right next door to one of my clients, Gloria Stanhope. That's where I was this afternoon, of all places."
"Taylor, if you insist on going, can't we at least drive together? It's foolish for both of us to drive all the way out there."

"Good-bye, Mother," Taylor said and ended the call.

Taylor Davenport

Tuesday Evening

Taylor took a short cut that she knew would cut 10 minutes off the time it took to drive to the Scanlons. Gloria Stanhope had told her about it one of the few times she accompanied Taylor on a shopping trip.

Melinda most likely didn't know about the shortcut, Taylor thought. This way I'll get there before she does and she won't have another chance to try to prevent me from doing this.

As Taylor drove, her mind raced with thoughts of what lay ahead. She tried to think positive, to think that Samantha Scanlon would return home safe and sound. The thought of finally meeting her daughter, seeing her, getting to know her, was overwhelming. It was the dream of a lifetime come true, something Taylor hadn't really thought possible.

The shortcut to the Scanlons wound through part of the 1,000-acre nature preserve that curved around the countryside outside Rivermont. The light fog made the winding road slightly difficult to drive, and forced Taylor to drive 10 miles below the speed limit. She was scared about what she getting herself into. She knew her presence would be unwelcome to the Scanlons, but she had to be there. Her head and heart were pounding, and there was a hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach. She couldn't remember ever being so afraid of what was going to happen. -- except perhaps almost 25 years ago when her baby girl was born. It was still amazing to think of her as Samantha, and Taylor wondered what she looked like, whether there was any resemblance to her or to Tom. At the thought of Tom Richards, Taylor forced her mind to move off in another direction, a tactic she'd been forcing on herself for 25 years and one that she had down pat.

The closer she got to the Scanlons, the shakier she felt. Perhaps she should have driven out here with Melinda, no matter how distasteful that would have been. Now that the moment was almost upon her, she wasn't sure she could go through with this on her own. Confrontation wasn't her strong suit. Prior to her meltdown and subsequent AA experience, she'd built her whole life around avoidance. 
But sometimes avoidance is the only thing to do, she thought now.

She decided that she'd wait out on the access road until Melinda arrived at the Scanlon estate and then go to the house with her mother rather than by herself.

Taylor knew that no matter what, her mother would help her through this as she'd helped her countless times before.

But that didn't mean that Taylor wasn't still furious with her. She would never forgive her for what she'd done 25 years ago and what she'd continued to do right up until this evening.

Taylor drove onto the access road. where Gloria Stanhope's estate was the first one on the road. She proceeded slowly up the road for another couple hundred yards and then slowed down when she approached the Scanlon estate. The place was lit up as though a party was in full swing. Amber street lamps lit the grounds and the circular drive leading up to the house.

She turned off the access road and onto the Scanlon drive. She pulled off to one side and put the truck in park but didn't turn off the engine. Now to wait for Melinda. She should be here in moments. Even though Taylor had taken a shortcut, Melinda drove like a bat out of hell, routinely exceeding the speed limit and but somehow managing not to get pulled over.

Melinda Davenport

Tuesday Evening

Well, the shit is going to hit the fan now, Melinda thought. Taylor showing up at the Scanlons is going to make this an even worse nightmare. And with everyone knowing what I forced my daughter to do 25 years ago, I'm going to be a pariah around here.

Actually, that's nothing new for me, Melinda thought. I've been some kind of pariah for most of my life. Time to face the music. She pushed down on the gas pedal, taking the Mercedes up to 80 miles an hour. 

She exited the highway onto the access road that led to the Scanlons. Just inside their driveway, she saw Taylor's Toyota pulled off to the side, her parking lights on. Melinda drove past the Toyota and stopped. She got out and walked back to the Toyota. Taylor rolled down the window and looked out at her mother. It was dark but the access road and the Scanlon drive were well-lit and the two women could easily see one another's faces.
"Taylor, please don't do this to the Scanlons, please. They're so upset, and you're only going to make things worse."

"Mother, it isn't my intention to upset anyone. But I have to do this. I would never forgive myself if I didn't get involved and do whatever I can. You must understand that."

"Yes, I understand. That's why I came out here right away today when Serena called to tell me what had happened. So I understand. All right, let's go. There's a circular drive in front of the house, and you can park there."

Melinda drove up to the Scanlons' house, with Taylor right behind her. They parked, got out of their cars and walked to the front door but didn't speak.  Melinda rang the doorbell and waited. A moment later one of the red double doors swung inward and James Scanlon stood glaring out at them.
"Melinda, we told you not to bring your daughter out here. We don't want her here." James spoke directly to Melinda, not looking at Taylor.

"Just let us in, James. We don't have a choice in this."

James hesitated and Melinda was sure he was going to slam the door in their faces. She stepped over the doorframe before he had a chance to think about shutting the door. Taylor followed closely behind her. 

James made a sound like a low growl in his throat and then slammed the front door. He followed behind the two women, as Melinda led Taylor back to the library.

In the library, Melinda headed straight to Serena, who sat perched on the edge of one of the sofas. Serena stood up when Melinda entered the room. 

"Melinda, what is she doing here? I asked you not to let her come. No, actually I ordered you not to let her come. And yet, here she is. This is unacceptable. I'm going to have the Brandon Security agents escort the two of you out of here, and then I never want to see you again."

One of the two agents stood up from the long library table where he'd been seated. He walked over and stood in front of Melinda and Taylor.

He extended his credentials in their direction and said, "Ian McIntosh, Brandon Security."

Melinda glanced briefly at the proffered badge and said, "Melinda Davenport. We met earlier in the day. I'm the Scanlons' attorney. This is my daughter, Taylor Davenport."

McIntosh looked over at Taylor and then back at Melinda, evidently deciding she was the one to whom he should address his obvious question. "What is your daughter doing here?"

Melinda glanced over at James and Serena, standing in front of one of the sofas, thinking to herself that obviously they hadn't told the Brandon Security agents that she and Taylor were on their way here and exactly who Taylor was.

Instead of answering McIntosh's question, Melinda asked one of her own. "Where is Jeffrey Brandon? He's the one I need to talk to."

McIntosh glanced over at the other security agent, still seated at the library table, who nodded his head almost imperceptibly, then answered, "He just left a few minutes ago -- I'm surprised you didn't cross paths with him on your way in. He got a call on another case that he had to follow up on. He said he'll be back shortly."
Melinda was silent for a moment, then seemed to make up her mind. But before she could say anything, the other agent stood up and walked over to join them. He too extended his credentials and said, "Paul Travers, from Brandon Security." 

Melinda nodded her head and said, "Yes, I met you earlier also." Her impatience with their protocol was obvious.

The two agents looked toward Taylor, and Travers said, "Ma'am, we're going to have to ask you to leave. There's something serious going on and it's not appropriate for you to be here."

Taylor spoke for the first time. "It's totally appropriate for me to be here." She looked first at Travers and then at McIntosh, her expression steely.

The room was silent as everyone waited for Taylor to continue. She took a deep breath, then said in a low, controlled voice, "I just found out an hour ago that Samantha Scanlon is my daughter, and that she's been kidnapped."

The two agents looked at one another, the surprise at her words obvious on their faces.

"You just learned that she's your daughter?" Travers asked.

"Yes," Taylor answered. "My mother came to my home and told me. For 25 years, I haven't known what happened to my daughter. And for all those years, my mother has known exactly where she was and what she was doing." There was anger in Taylor's voice.

The two agents glanced at one another again, then Travers said, "Let's all sit down." He gestured toward the seating area where James and Serena were still standing, James with his arm around his wife.

Melinda turned to Taylor, but Taylor ignored her as she walked toward the Scanlons. She chose the armchair farthest from where they stood. Melinda sat on the sofa, as did Serena and James
Travers and McIntosh stayed standing, looking down on the group. "Ladies, it's a mistake for you to be here. We're going to ask you to leave."

Taylor and Melinda were silent. James started to speak when the Scanlon landline telephone sitting on the library table began to ring. Travers motioned James to follow him over to the phone, as they'd previously arranged. James looked down at the caller id, which read "Unknown." After putting on the headset attached to the phone, Travers nodded at James and James picked up the receiver. "Hello?" he said, his voice cracking slightly.

At first neither James nor Travers heard anything. Then a hollow-sounding, electronically altered voice came over the line. "Scanlon? I told you not to call the police."

James looked at Travers who again nodded, indicating that James should answer in the way they'd rehearsed earlier.
"I didn't call the police. I haven't called anyone. There's no one here but my wife and our attorney. The cook and the cleaning lady left awhile ago, and it's just the three of us." His voice wavered, and as he spoke, he was gripping the phone tightly with both hands to keep them from trembling.
Travers listened intently. They were about to find out if the kidnapper was watching the house. If he or she was, they would know that there was a fourth person who'd come in the front door -- Taylor Davenport.

There was a short silence over the line, then the electronically altered voice said. "Well, good. You did what I told you." 

"Let me talk to Samantha -- we need to know that she's all right," James demanded.

The phone clicked off and the dial tone came through the line. James stood there with the receiver in his hand and tears in his eyes. "I shouldn't have said that, should I?"

"Mr. Scanlon, that's exactly what you should have said. You did the right thing. The kidnapper is just playing games with you. Now we wait for him to call back."

James started to turn around and head back toward the sofa when the phone rang again. James looked first at Travers who nodded, and then at caller id, which once again read "Unknown."

"Hello?"

"Scanlon, here's your precious daughter."

"Daddy, is that you? Please get me out of here --" The girl's voice broke off and James could hear a moan in the background. The kidnapper came back on the line. "Satisfied?" he asked.

James shook his head angrily as he answered, "No, I'm not satisfied, and I won't be satisfied until my daughter is back home where she belongs. Now, tell me what to do about the $10 million dollars."

The kidnapper laughed and said, "Don't be so impatient. You'll find out what to do in good time." Once again, the line clicked off, and Travers and James could hear only the dial tone.

James hung up the phone, then rubbed his face with both hands. He stood by the table for a few moments more, expecting the phone to ring once again. But there was only silence.

Travers sat down at the library table, and he too rubbed his face with both hands. He was tall and thin, an Ichabod Crane looking man, with horn-rimmed glasses and mussed sandy hair. He and Ian McIntosh were both dressed in dark suits with starched white shirts finished off with nondescript neckties. Ian, however, was good-looking, with dark crisply waving hair and deep blue eyes. Ian was a couple of inches shorter than Travers and a good deal heavier, his muscular frame filling out the suit. In contrast, Ian's suit hung loosely on his big frame, and he looked as though he could use a square meal or two.

Ian lifted a micro cassette out of the recorder attached to the telephone equipment. He marked it with the date and time of the call and deposited it in a nearby file folder. He said, "When the kidnapper calls again, we can do a voice comparison to check if we're talking with the same man." 

Paul nodded absently, his mind on something else. He looked at his watch. It was almost midnight. "I 'm going to call Jeffrey and update him on the calls from the kidnapper." He reached across the table to get his cell phone from where it lay beside the landline telephone.
He called Jeffrey's cell number but got voice mail. He gave a brief and concise synopsis of the two calls from the kidnapper and told Jeffrey to call if he had any questions. He said they were going to try to get some rest but not to worry about waking them up if he called.

Ian had listened to the message he left for Jeffrey Brandon, and when Paul hung up the phone, he said, "You didn't tell him about what's going on with the Davenport women."

"I know," Paul answered. "I figured it was too complicated to try to explain in a voice mail message and that it could wait until morning. Besides, he may already know because he's such good friends with Melinda Davenport"

Paul stood up and walked over to where the Scanlons and the Davenport women sat. "Folks, it's late, almost midnight. I suggest that we all try to get some rest.  I doubt that the kidnapper will call again tonight, and if he does, we'll wake you.  Mrs. Scanlon, I hate to impose, but do you think you could come up with a supply of pillows and blankets for the lot of us?"

Serena stood and nodded her head, then started toward the doorway. Melinda followed behind, saying, "I'll help, Serena." She caught up with Serena and draped an arm around her shoulder as the two women walked through the double-door opening of the library.

Half an hour later, the two FBI agents had stretched out on the two adjoining sofas. Before the Scanlons had gone upstairs to the master suite, Serena took Melinda and Taylor to a downstairs guest room and provided them with the necessities.
The guest room had twin bed beds and an adjoining bathroom. Taylor was silent as she and her mother undressed and got ready to get some rest.

s
A couple of times, Melinda said something to Taylor but Taylor ignored her, and Melinda finally gave up trying to talk with her daughter.

Taylor flipped off the switch to the overhead light at the door and climbed in to the bed nearest the door. She scrunched herself down and pulled the covers over her head.

Melinda lay on her back, eyes wide open, staring up at the ceiling. She felt consumed by guilt, as though she'd committed the crime of the century. At the time, what she had done had seemed to her the right thing to do for everybody concerned, especially the little baby. Now, in hindsight, she saw it for the coldblooded,self-centered act of a controlling woman. The realization of the pain she'd caused her daughter was beginning to overwhelm her.
Samantha Scanlon

Tuesday Night

Samantha lay on the bed crying. The kidnapper had shoved the phone receiver in her face and told her to tell her father she was okay. It was heartbreaking to hear her father on the other end of the phone line. She knew her parents must be out of their minds worrying about her. At least now they knew she was still alive -- but for how long will that be true, she wondered.

She thought about Serena and James and wished there were a way to send them the mental message that she was okay, for now.

Last night and for most of Tuesday, she'd slept. She knew the kidnapper had drugged her, probably put something in the water or food. She'd wanted to not eat or drink anything but eventually got so thirsty she could not resist the bottled water by the bed. Her head felt scrambled from whatever he'd given her. She wasn't sure what time of day it was or even what day it was. The windows of the room where she was kept captive were covered by wooden shutters that let in no light and provided no indication of what time of night or day it was.
Every once in awhile, the kidnapper would unhook the handcuffs and take her to the bathroom, standing outside the door with his back turned while she went. It was humiliating but she felt ridiculous about letting her lack of privacy bother her when her very life was at stake.

The worst thing was the feeling of helplessness. Samantha was a take-charge person and to be at someone else's mercy was driving her crazy.  He held her life in his hands, and she feared that he would kill her soon. It bothered her that he did not attempt to hide his face from her. She thought that meant she wasn't going to be around later on to identify him. 

She heard the bedroom door open, and she closed her eyes to pretend sleep. She heard footsteps coming towards

her, getting closer to where she lay on the bed. Even though her eyes were closed, she could feel him standing close to the bed, and she could imagine him looking down at her. She wanted to scream at him to leave her alone, to let her go. It took all the willpower she could muster to keep her eyes closed and her mouth shut. Patience wasn't one of her strengths, and the kidnapper had used up most of the patience she had.

She felt something on her forehead. It was the kidnapper's hand, pushing back her hair, then patting the top of the head.

Oh, God, she thought. What is he doing? I don't want him touching me. What if he rapes me before he kills me? I wouldn't be able to stand that. I will go out of my mind if that happens.

She couldn't help opening her eyes. No matter how hard she tried to keep them shut, they opened, as if of their own volition. 

Eyes open halfway, she looked up into the kidnapper's face. He was looking down at her with an expressionless face. He saw that she was awake but he said nothing. She thought he smelled of wood smoke and the outdoors, not an unpleasant combination. She wondered if he'd been outside and decided it didn't matter. All that mattered was getting away from this mad man.
The Kidnapper

Tuesday Night

Avery St. John helped Samantha sit up, then undid the plastic flexi-cuff so he could take her to the rest room again. He knew she must hate this intrusion into her life. He knew that with time and with his skills, he would charm her into trusting him. She was his now, his to do with as he wished. It was just a matter of getting the money where he wanted it and then getting rid of his partner.
He took her back over to the bed and handcuffed her again to the bedpost. He reached his hand out as if to touch her face but she jerked back and turned her head away.

He frowned but let it pass. They had all the time in the world. He had been planning for months. He knew where the two of them would go, when Samantha was ready. He knew the rest of their lives would be a dream come true, and soon Samantha would share that dream with him. He found it hard to believe that she'd only been in his life a few short months. He knew she was his soul mate, and it seemed as if he'd always known her. He could feel their karma blending together, as if in a former life they had agreed to be together in another life.
It was time now for him to get some sleep. Tomorrow morning he would take the next step in the plan, and he would begin the double-cross of his partner.
He lay on the sofa in the darkened front room of the cabin, hands behind his head, legs crossed, and a smile on his lips. He was proud of what he'd done to ensure that the kidnap ransom ended up in his account, and not his partner's. 

When his partner had first broached the kidnap plot with him, St. John had hesitated. It didn't sound like a sure thing. Too many things could go wrong. His partner had used all the right arguments, telling him it would be a natural for them.
Still Avery had stalled. He didn't trust his partner, no matter that they'd known each other for several years and had done past deals together that had worked out. His partner had kept dripping on him and finally Avery agreed to check things out, the first step on the road to agreeing to do the kidnapping.
Marla Pastore
Tuesday Night
Marla fixed herself a salad and sliced some leftover grilled chicken on top and ate it while watching the 6 o'clock news. When she got home from her office, there was a message on the answering machine from her husband Dan telling her he'd be late and that she shouldn't wait up for him. She grinned at his words, the same ones he'd been using all the years of their marriage.

She never waited up for him. She would fall asleep before he got home, but the minute she heard his key in the lock, she was awake and out of bed, going in to greet him. She would pretend that she'd been awake, waiting up for him and Dan would pretend to believe her.
The newscaster was talking about the Major Case Squad's latest success, and Marla felt a burst of pride because she knew Dan was one of the main reasons for the success. 

When the news was over and her salad eaten, Marla got her briefcase from the entry hall where she'd set it when she got home. She went into their home office next to the family room. She and Dan shared the office, each having their own desk and computer.

This would be a good time to catch up on some patient notes and on her e-mail. She'd been debating with herself about what to do about Samantha Scanlon's missed appointment this afternoon. It wasn't like Samantha to just not show up for an appointment without calling to let Marla know. She'd never done that before. In fact, Marla couldn't remember Samantha ever missing or even canceling an appointment.

She sat at her desk with Samantha's patient file spread out in front of her. She was concerned about the girl and decided to call her at her parents' home. She looked through the papers to find the background sheet with Samantha's home phone number.

The phone rang three times before someone picked up. 

Marla responded to the tentative hello on the other end of the line with, "This is Marla Reynolds. May I please speak with Samantha?" In her practice, Marla used her maiden name of Reynolds, and it came easily to her now, as it did in professional situations.
There was dead silence on the line, then the person who had answered said in a flat, distant voice, "This is James Scanlon, Samantha's father. She isn't here. She's... gone out of town."

Marla said, "Oh? I had no idea. Was it something unexpected?"

James Scanlon answered with, "Yes, very unexpected." Again his voice was distant, disengaged. Marla was surprised at the tone.
"Can you tell her I called and ask her to call me when it's convenient? She has my number."

James Scanlon said a brisk "Yes," then hung up the phone without further conversation.

Marla didn't know what to make of the call. She hadn't wanted to identify herself as Samantha's therapist for confidentiality reasons. She didn't know whether Samantha's parents knew she was seeing a counselor.

Something wasn't right about this, Marla thought. From all that Samantha had told her about James Scanlon, his rude abruptness on the phone was uncharacteristic. Samantha had described her adopted father as the definition of the word gentleman. His good manners were more than that -- treating others well was ingrained in him. Samantha said she'd never heard him utter a harsh word -- even when he was in distress about something, he never raised his voice, never cursed, never took out his frustration on another.

Marla looked at the digital clock on the corner of her desk and was surprised to see that it was almost midnight. And still Dan wasn't home. She stacked her papers back in her briefcase and turned off the desk lamp.

Fifteen minutes later she was out of the shower and sitting up in bed, intending to read the rest of the morning paper and determined to stay awake until Dan returned home. She wanted to see what he thought about the situation with Samantha. She trusted his judgment and instincts more than anyone else's but her own. And her instincts were telling her that something was wrong.

Through the years of their marriage, they had shared their work lives with each other, whenever appropriate because of the confidentiality issues involved in what work. They bounced ideas and theories off one another, not using real names and when necessary, disguising the circumstances. 

Marla managed to maintain patient confidentiality by not telling Dan the last names of her patients. Dan protected the confidentiality of the cases he discussed with Marla by never using first or last names of anyone involved. However, they both knew that because of media coverage of the cases, she probably knew all the names.

She began drifting off to sleep and tried to rouse herself. But it was no use. She was soon fast asleep, the newspaper having fallen to the floor, the bedside lamp still shining. 

This night she didn't hear Dan's key in the lock. Nor did she hear him open the refrigerator to get out a beer and a chicken leg. He ate standing up at the sink, expecting to hear Marla come through the door and pretend to fuss at him for not eating like a civilized human being.

He took a quick shower in the guest bathroom, hoping to not wake his wife. He was late, much later than his message would have led her to believe. When he got out of the shower, Marla was standing in the bathroom, holding an oversized bath towel in her hands. She started drying his back and he laughed, saying, "This place sure has great service." When he was dry, he wrapped a towel around his waist, and the two of them headed toward the bedroom, arms around each other.

Dan pulled a pair of boxers out of one of the dresser drawers and dropped the towel around his waist, thinking he was going to get some kind of reaction from Marla and she didn't disappoint him.

"Hmm, nice view. What shall we do about it?"

Dan laughed and said, "Tonight we're not going to do anything but go to sleep. I'm so tired I can't see."

Marla turned off the bedside lamp and they got into bed and lay curled up together. 

"Dan, before you fall asleep, can I ask for your advice about one of my patients?"

At first there was no response and Marla wondered if Dan was so tired that he'd already fallen asleep. But then he murmured, "Sure, sweetheart, ask away." He found her hand under the covers and squeezed it.

"You remember me telling you about the young woman patient who was going to search for her birth parents?"

"Yes, I remember." Dan answered, trying to stay awake.

"I think I told you her name is Samantha." 

Dan jerked his hand away from hers at the sound of the name, and Marla said, "Dan, what's wrong?"

"Umm, nothing's wrong. Go on with what you were telling me."

Marla continued. "Well, today was Samantha's regular Tuesday afternoon appointment with me but she didn't show up. And she didn't call to postpone or reschedule. That's just not like her. She's never missed an appointment. That got me sort of worried about her. I thought maybe she was sick or had had an accident or something. So I called her home and had an unusual phone conversation with her father."
Dan sat up in bed and turned on the bedside lamp next to his side of the bed.

"What do you mean by unusual phone conversation?"

"Dan, what's going on?. Why are you all of sudden so interested in this story?"

"Just tell me the rest of it and then I'll tell you why I'm interested." His voice was firm.

Marla hesitated, ready to protest, but she when Dan took that tone, she should just do what he'd asked her to do.

"Samantha's father was curt, abrupt to the point of rudeness. He said she'd left town unexpectedly, and he didn't know when she'd be back. From what Samantha had told me about her father, he was a well-bred, courteous man who couldn't say an uncivilized word or commit a discourteous act. And he was definitely rude to me."

"Did you tell him who you were?"

"I gave him my name, Marla Reynolds, that's all. I didn't tell him I was Samantha's therapist because I didn't know if her parents knew about her counseling sessions. Now, please tell what this is all about."

Dan said, "Okay, but this is confidential, and obviously you can't say a word to anyone."

"Dan, you know I won't. I never have, with all that you've told me."

"This one is a little different because it involves people that you know."

Dan Pastore told Marla about the confidential call he'd received that evening from Jeffrey Brandon. Jeffrey had called to tell him in strictest confidence about Samantha Scanlon's kidnapping, about how Melinda Davenport had called to ask him to come to the Scanlons. Jeffrey had told Dan about the ransom note and the arrangements that Brandon Security had made.

When he'd finished giving her the details,  Marla said, "Oh, Dan, this is awful. Samantha Scanlon is a sweetheart -- you'd really like her."

Marla thought for a moment, then asked, "Why was it Taylor's Mom who got Jeffrey Brandon involved?"

Dan hesitated, then answered slowly, "Well, Melinda Davenport is the Scanlons' attorney, so that's one of the reasons they called her -- or Mrs. Scanlon called her. Mr. Scanlon didn't want to involve the authorities but Mrs. Scanlon insisted."

"You said one of the reasons -- what's another reason?"

"Well, that's the thing -- I don't know what the other reason is -- or if there really is another reason. It's just a feeling I have in my gut. Jeffrey told me it was just because she's their attorney and close friend, nothing else. It just doesn't feel right. Jeffrey was too intense, too adamant that Melinda had to be there for the Scanlons." 

"Dan, this puts you between a rock and hard place, doesn't it?" Marla asked. "You know you should report this to your boss."

Dan sighed and yawned and reached over to turn out his bedside lamps. "I know, I know. But I can't -- for reasons you know very well. Now, sweetheart, I've really got to get some sleep -- I have to be back at work early."

Marla and Dan curled up together and were soon both fast asleep.

Dan Pastore

Wednesday Morning

A few minutes after five the next morning, Dan poured a cup of coffee from the pot brewing in the kitchen. Marla always prepared it the night before and the timer was set up to start the pot at 5 a.m.  
He'd taken a quick wake-up shower, and was now dressed and ready to go. He noticed that his cell phone battery had died, so he plugged it into the charger on the kitchen counter, then went out the front door to get the morning paper.

He flipped through the paper to the sports section, read an article about the St. Louis Cardinals, then was ready to leave for work. He decided he'd stop at the McDonald's drive-through on the way there and pick up an Egg McMuffin.  Marla had sleepily asked if she could get up and fix some eggs for him but he kissed her forehead and told her to go back to sleep. She knew he liked the quiet aloneness of the early morning hours so she smiled and fell back asleep.

He took a last swallow of coffee and put the mug in the sink. He unplugged the cell phone from the charger and saw that it hadn't charged completely so he'd have to plug it into the charger in the cigarette lighter of the unmarked police car he drove. He rummaged around in their junk drawer for the car charger and put it in his pocket along with the cell phone.
The weather was chilly, with a haze of fog. The streetlights gave off the warm, golden glow that he liked. There was little traffic this early, and he quickly made it to a McDonald's on the way downtown to the police department. The aroma of the McMuffin filled the van. The police radio squawked but there was no talk. 
Things must be quiet, he thought, or else every one is working a case they can't talk about on the air.
When he arrived at the downtown metro building, he unplugged the cell phone and saw there was a message indicator on the LCD screen that he hadn't noticed before. He took a moment to retrieve the phone number of the caller and was surprised to see that it was from Jeffrey Brandon.
He keyed in the code for retrieving voice mail messages and listened in astonishment as Jeffrey filled him in on what had happened last night at the Scanlons, after Dan and Jeffrey had first talked.

"Jeez," he said out loud as he sat in his parked car. The good news was that at least as of last night. Samantha Scanlon was still alive. But what was this about Taylor Davenport being Samantha's birth mother.

Marla would be off the wall about that piece of news. He'd known there was something more to Melinda Davenport's involvement than just being the Scanlon's attorney. For God's sake, it was her granddaughter who had been kidnapped. No wonder she was running the show. And no wonder that Melinda Davenport had called in Brandon Security rather than the FBI or the Rivermont police. She'd seen firsthand what had happened for two clients who had been involved in kidnappings and who had called the authorities. Both had ended in tragedy, with the death of the victims, one a boy of five, the other a mother of three children under the age of 10.
During his 20 years on the Rivermont police force, Dan had worked several kidnappings and they were everyone's least favorite cases. They mostly ended badly.

Brandon Security, on the other hand, had been involved in a fair number of kidnappings, mostly international, with different results. They'd not lost a victim yet, knock on wood, Jeffrey Brandon would have said. Jeffrey had told him once that it was all about the ransom, a point he made with the families of the victims. As long as they could get the money to the kidnapper and provide safe passage for him, getting the victim back became doable.

At the end of the voice mail message, Jeffrey made an interesting request. "Dan, is there any way you can free up a couple of hours in the morning? If you can, I'd like you to come out to the Scanlon estate and let me talk to you about some of the people involved. I think you know them a lot better than I do and that could be helpful." Jeffrey proceeded to give directions to the Scanlons, but Dan knew where they lived. Most folks in Rivermont knew where the Scanlon estate was located.
Half an hour later, Dan rang the doorbell at the Scanlons and the door was answered by Sylvie, one of the two Brandon agents posing as workers at the Scanlon estate. Dan knew her. She was a former Rivermont police officer who'd joined Brandon Security last year. Dan told her that he was supposed to meet Jeffrey there. He asked her who was there, and then added, "If it's all right to tell me, of course."
"The Scanlons, Ian and Paul, of course, and Jeffrey just phoned to say he's on his way. Mrs. Davenport returned late last night and brought her daughter Taylor with her. They both spent the night in a downstairs guest room. Or so Ian and Paul told me. I just arrived about 15 minutes ago and they brought me up to date."

"I had a message on my cell phone from Jeffrey from last night. My battery died and I had to charge it so unfortunately, didn't get Jeffrey's message until this morning." Dan walked past Sylvie and headed back toward the library, with her following behind him and continuing with her update..
"The Scanlons and the Davenport women aren't up yet. Ian said Mr. Scanlon came down in the middle of the night to see if there'd been any news. Ian told him no and told him if anything happened, someone would come to get him immediately." 

Dan walked in the library and where  Ian and Paul greeted him.
"Jeffrey called to let us know about the message he left for you last night. We thought we'd be hearing from you." Paul said.

"Yeah, my cell phone died and I had to charge it. I only got Jeffrey's message when I got to work this morning. What's going on?"

"Nothing new," Ian answered. "I've got a feeling that we'll hear something this morning. It seems like time."

The doorbell rang again and Dan said he'd get it, that it was probably Jeffrey.

He opened the front door and said good morning to Jeffrey Brandon, his long-time friend and one-time boss and mentor.
Jeffrey reached out and shook hands with Dan, then patted him on the shoulder. The two men headed down the hall, Jeffrey in the lead and Dan following behind him. "Danny boy, what's going on?" asked the older man, looking back over his shoulder.

"Nothing yet, Jeff.  But Ian says he has one of his feelings that today will be the day."

"Today it is, then," Jeffrey said with a chuckle. They'd come to pay attention to Ian's feelings about cases. He wasn't 100% accurate but his batting average was good enough that it made sense to listen to him.
Taylor Davenport
Wednesday Morning

Taylor awoke early, just past the first light of dawn. For a moment, she couldn't remember where she was. It was like those old days when she was drinking. Sometimes she would wake up in a strange bed with no idea where she was and how she got there. 

Then it all came flooding back. Her baby daughter was now the grown-up Samantha Scanlon who'd been kidnapped.

She lay there in the Scanlons' guest bedroom, thinking about this turn of events and about the past. She thought about the night her daughter had been conceived, a night she'd lived over and over in her memory. 
Taylor and her best friend Lee Travis had thrown a going away party for Tom before he headed to California to meet up with the Kingsmen. The party had been fun and Tom had been so surprised at all his friends coming to say good-bye and to wish him well. Unfortunately, the party hadn't ended well because of Mrs. Davenport's disgust with them about the beer drinking. Tight-lipped with anger, Mrs. Davenport had driven home the partygoers who'd had too much to drink. 
Lee hadn't had anything to drink, and Tom had only had a beer or two. Taylor remembered him saying he was high enough on the excitement of going on tour with The Kingsmen. So Mrs. Davenport hadn't objected when Tom said he was driving himself home, and Lee said she was, too.
Lee, Taylor and Tom had walked out together to Lee's VW and Tom's old beat-up Chevy, the only thing he could afford from the money he earned working at Mr. Phillips' music store. It was his and he loved it. Lee gave Tom a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

"Now, remember," Lee said. "When you're rich and famous, you have to introduce us to all the other rich and famous people."

Tom laughed and said, "Don't get your hopes up, kid. I may end up a failure and be back here working in Mr. Phillips' store."

"Never!" Lee responded, giving him one last pat on the arm and heading over to her VW.

Tom opened the driver's door of the Chevy and started to get in. Taylor put her hand on his arm and said, "Let's go for a ride." 

Tom hesitated because it was so late but then smiled and nodded and led Taylor around to the passenger side. Ever the gentleman, Tom opened the door, and Taylor got in.

Tom' went back around to the driver's side and struggled a little as usual in getting the door open but eventually got in. He started the car and drove away from the Davenport home. Taylor moved next to him and laid her head on his shoulder.

As they drove out onto the highway, Taylor said, "I'm going to miss you so much, my love. I'll write -- will you?"

Tom laughed and said, "Of course, I will. You'd never forgive me if I didn't."

He drove toward the hills that surrounded the town, then up one of the steepest ones to a lookout point that provided a view overlooking Rivermont.

He parked the car, then got out, coming around to open Taylor's door. She loved the way he was such a gentleman.

They walked over to the edge of the lookout and stood there for awhile, looking down on the lights of Rivermont.

Far off in the distance, lit up in the night sky, they could see the St. Louis Arch, next to the Mississippi.

Taylor wrapped her arms around herself, and Tom asked, "Cold?"

She nodded, and he put his arm around her shoulders and they headed back toward the car. This time they got in the back seat instead of the front, and began kissing one another. Soon they were making love, as they'd been doing for several months now. Neither of them felt guilty about it and both marveled at the joy their intimacy gave them. At a crucial moment, Tom asked, "Is it safe? Is it a safe time of the month?" 

Taylor had answered yes, although later she had realized that she had no idea whether it was a safe time or not.

They drove back home in a warm silence, holding hands and listening to Air Supply on the hits station. Taylor sang along with the song, "Making Love Out of Nothing at All."

They sat in front of Taylor's house for a long while, talking about writing letters and phone calls and when Tom thought he'd be back to Rivermont.

"I don't know a lot of details. They just need a keyboardist right away and thought of me. Once I get a copy of the tour schedule, I'll send it to you."

Taylor squeezed his hand and said, "I know how excited you must be. This is your dream come true."

That was the last time she'd seen Tom. And that was the night their baby was conceived, the baby he'd never known about.

After Tom left Rivermont, they'd written each other every day and talked often on the phone. Because Tom was out in California, sometimes the band's schedule and the time difference made it difficult for their phone calls. But it was important to both of them and they made it happen.

Taylor didn't realize she was pregnant until the first week at Mizzou. Her periods had never been regular, and she thought the stress of Tom being gone and starting college must have messed up her cycle. But then she'd noticed that her breasts were feeling tender and her tummy seemed a bit rounded.

Frightened at what might be happening to her, she'd walked to the drug store in downtown Columbia to buy a pregnancy  test. Back then, there'd only been one brand and the pharmacist kept it behind the counter. She'd been mortified at asking for it, but the pharmacist was an older man with a gentle smile and twinkling eyes. He'd been kind to her and circumspect, not mentioning her potential condition and not expressing any opinion of judgment. She'd paid him for the test and hurried back to the dorm room she shared with Lee.
It was late on a Saturday afternoon, and Lee was at the library studying with a guy she'd met in biology. Taylor didn't expect her back until late.
She'd gone down the hall to one of the community rest rooms. She went into the oversized handicapped stall and sat down on the toilet. She ripped the cellophane wrapping off the package, then removed the test tube and directions. According to booklet, she was supposed to do this first thing in the morning, with her first urine.
She debated waiting but decided to do it right away. She had to know one way or another.

She read the directions again and then followed them exactly, except for the time of day. She kept her eye on her watch, waiting for the necessary time to pass, without looking at the test tube. If she were pregnant, the strip would turn blue. If she wasn't pregnant, the strip would remain beige.

Finally, it was time to look. Taylor took a deep breath, then another. Then she looked down at the strip. It was blue. She'd known it would be. 
She stuffed everything back into the package and left the rest room. Her heart was pounding and she felt lightheaded and dizzy. Back in the dorm room, she put the package back into the bag the pharmacist had put the test kit in. She shoved it down to the bottom of the wastebasket under her desk.

She lay down on the narrow single bed on top of the green plaid bedspread she and Taylor had so carefully selected at J. C. Penney's this summer.

Her mind was racing with thoughts of what was going to happen. What was she going to do? With all her heart, she wanted to call Tom and tell him and have him figure out what they should do. She could always depend on his common sense and level-headedness.  

She knew what he would say and what he would do. He would tell her how much he loved her. Then he would tell her that he'd come home as soon as possible, as soon as he could help The Kingsmen replace him. He'd tell her they'd get married right away. Then he would tell her again how much he loved her and how much he would love the baby.

He would say and do all those things, she knew. He was a good person, the best she'd ever known. He was kind and caring, and she knew he loved her with all his heart. She also knew how much he loved his music, how it was all that he wanted out of life, except for her.

If he found out about the baby, he would give up his dream of music. He would settle for a life without music because he loved her. She couldn't let him do that. She couldn't take his music away from him.
She thought about abortion and started to cry. She knew that wasn't an option. She could never murder a baby. She thought about keeping the baby. She knew she would love him or her and would try with all her might to provide a good home. She knew Melinda would help her.
But was that fair to the baby. Wouldn't the baby be better off with a family, a father and a mother?

Her head was spinning with all her thoughts. And the tears streaming down her cheeks were giving her as headache. 

She got up and went over to her chest. In the top drawer was a bottle of Excedrin, the only aspirin product that ever helped her headaches. She shook out four tablets and swallowed them dry, an ability that amazed Lee.

She knew what she had to do. She changed into clean slacks and a short-sleeved blouse. Rummaging under her bed, she pulled out a navy blue backpack. Into the back pack went the things she'd need for an overnight visit home -- make-up, face cream, vitamins, her cassette player and a couple of tapes, toothpaste and toothbrush, hair brush, an oversize t-shirt to sleep in, a change of underwear.

She debated whether to call her mother. Better to just show up and do all the telling then. If she called Melinda now, her mother would put her through the third degree over the phone and Taylor didn't think her pounding head could stand that. 

She looked on the bulletin board over her desk for the bus schedule. There was a bus to Rivermont in an hour, which gave her plenty of time to walk downtown to the bus depot.

I'd better leave a note for Lee so she doesn't freak out. She sat down at her desk, found a pad of paper and a pen.

Dear Roomie:

I have to take an overnight trip home. Melinda called and needs my help with something. I'll be back Sunday night. Behave yourself, and stay out of my chocolate!

Love, T.

Now before I get back on Sunday night, I have to think of what to tell Lee, Taylor thought. I hate lying or pretending, especially when it comes to Lee. Well, that will have to wait. I'll think about that when the time comes.
Five minutes later, she was out of the room. A moment later, the phone rang,  20 rings, but Taylor hadn't heard it.

The bus trip back to Rivermont took almost three hours because of all the stops they made on the way. At Rivermont bus depot, Taylor found a cab and gave the driver her address in Edelweiss. He grunted, the usual cabdriver reaction to a trip outside the city limits.

Twenty minutes later, Taylor was at the front door of the Davenport home. Melinda was doing extremely well at the law firm, and they'd recently moved into an upscale house on the big lake in Edelweiss. Taylor was relieve to see Melinda e gruntedHe 
's BMW in the driveway. All during the bus trip home, she'd been worried that Melinda wouldn't be home on a Saturday evening.
Taylor dug her front door key out of the bottom of her shoulder bag and unlocked the front door. As she walked in, she was overwhelmed by a feeling of homesickness, which didn't make sense to her. At the university, she'd felt no homesickness at all. She'd plunged right in to classes and hadn't missed home at all.

Lee had been miserable the first few days at school and had spent hours on the phone with her mother, Jenny Travis, telling her that this was all a big mistake and that she wanted to come home and go to the University of Missouri-St. Louis. 

But Lee soon settled down into the routine of college life. Taylor hadn't known what had done it -- whether it was Jenny's wisdom or the guy Lee met in biology. But whatever it was, Lee no longer cried herself to sleep.

Now, standing the foyer of the Davenport  home, Taylor felt tears sting her eyes. She just wanted her mother's arms around her, telling her everything would be okay.

She walked through the living room into the kitchen, calling "Mom," but getting no answer. She went up the back staircase that led from the kitchen to the second floor of the house. She called in to the master bedroom but still heard no answer.
Then, she started heading back toward the Melinda's home office, thinking, this is where I should have come first. This is where Mom always hangs out.

Taylor admired her mother's commitment and dedication to her career, even though she didn't quite understand it. At 18, the concept of commitment to a job was a foreign concept to her. Taylor knew she was lucky that no matter how strong Melinda's commitment to her job was, Taylor came first. Even when Taylor was in elementary school, Melinda made the time to be involved in school activities and managed to be part of the PTA, even being president the year Taylor was in third grade. 
Melinda, the high-powered lawyer brimming over with energy and ideas, had seemed out of place with the stay-at-home moms and laid-back dads who belonged to the PTA. At first, the other parents kept their distance from Melinda, not knowing quite what to make of her.

But the year she served as president of the Edelweiss Elementary PTA was their most successful ever. With her hard work, determination and ideas, Melinda earned the respect of her fellow PTA members. 
And so it had continued throughout Taylor's school years. No matter how busy Melinda was at work, no matter what her job demanded of her, Melinda was there for Taylor. 
Taylor thought she understood her mother, thought she knew what made her tick. And this knowledge had helped Taylor keep a semblance of independence. In all areas of her life, Melinda insisted on being in control, and Taylor didn't want that control aimed in her direction.

Now, up on the second floor, Taylor paused outside the door to her mother's home office, which Melinda had had as long as Taylor could remember. 
When she was in grade school, Taylor had loved doing her homework in her mother's office. Her favorite spot was a padded window seat that overlooked the patio and swimming pool. After school, she would curl up there and study or read, waiting for Melinda to arrive home from the office.

Melinda would come upstairs and head straight for the office, always pretending surprise at seeing Taylor snuggled into the window seat. Melinda would join her there for some cuddling and talk about what had happened that day.

Then the two of them would go down to see what Mrs. Vaughan, the housekeeper, had planned for dinner. Melinda usually changed into casual clothes while Taylor helped set the table.

After dinner, Melinda would go back up to her office, and Taylor usually spent at least part of the evening there with her mom, except for the evenings when one of her favorite TV shows was on. 

Now, standing outside Melinda's office and thinking back, she knew she'd had a happy childhood, even without a father. Taylor thought how fortunate she'd been as she was growing up and how fortunate she was now. She knew that Melinda would help her. 
Oh, at first, there'd be shock, disbelief, yelling and recriminations. But eventually Melinda would come around as she always did and be the supportive mother that Taylor loved so much.

She lifted a hand and knocked gently on the half-open home office door, saying, "Mom, it's me. I'm home for a visit."  Not hearing an answer, she pushed the door open and walked in.

Melinda was sitting at her desk, her back to the door, with stereo headphones on. That explains her not hearing me, Taylor thought.

She walked over to her mother and lightly laid her hand on Melinda's shoulder. At her touch, Melinda jumped and then swiveled around in the desk chair to face Taylor. 

At the sight of her daughter, Melinda's face lit up. She snatched off the headphones and stood up to hug Taylor.

"Baby, it's wonderful to see you. But what are you doing home? Why didn't you call me? How did you get here?" Melinda started laughing when she saw Taylor's traffic cop hand in front of her face. "Okay, I'll shut up and let you talk." 
But instead of talking, Taylor burst into tears. Melinda was taken aback at this. Taylor was not a crybaby and not overemotional.

Melinda wrapped her daughter in another hug, a long one, accompanied by back patting, and soothing words, the way she had done when Taylor was a little girl who needed comforting.

Melinda drew Taylor over to the window seat with its pillows, and they sat down close to one another as they had for years.

Taylor's sobs subsided, and Melinda looked into her eyes. "Tell Mama what's wrong, sweetheart. You know that whatever it is, we can fix it."

This brought on a fresh burst of tears, but Melinda patiently waited for Taylor to stop crying. She patted her on the shoulder and held her hand.

Finally, the crying stopped. Taylor took a deep breath and began to speak.

"Oh Mama, it's awful. It's the worst thing in the world. I don't know what to do and I need your help badly."

Melinda was just about out of patience now. She could only handle so much avoidance. She took a couple of deep breaths to keep herself from demanding that Taylor stop beating around the bush and tell her immediately what was going on. 
Melinda stood up, and looked down at Taylor, whose face was blotchy red and whose eyes were puffy and bloodshot from the tears.

"Do you want to come downstairs for tea?" Melinda managed to ask in a kind tone, while inwardly screaming, Tell me right now what's wrong.

Taylor wiped her nose on the sleeve of her blouse, then belatedly looked around for a box of tissue. She stood, then walked over to Melinda's desk and took several tissues out of the box on the corner of the desk.

"Yeah, that would be good," Taylor said, still snuffling. She put her arm around Melinda and said, "Let's go make that tea." Then she burst into tears again and Melinda hugged her.

Later, downstairs, sitting on stools at the kitchen island and sipping raspberry zinger tea, Melinda couldn't be patient any longer.

"Taylor, it's time to tell me what the problem is before I explode."

Taylor took a gulp of tea, then blurted out. "I'm pregnant."

At first, the words didn't register with Melinda. She stared blank-faced at Taylor.

Taylor said, "Mom? Did you hear what I said?"

Melinda still didn't respond. 

Taylor repeated the words, "I'm pregnant."

This time the words did register with Melinda. She groaned, then she too had tears in her eyes.

Taylor watched her mother's face and saw a range of emotions reflected there.
Finally, Melinda spoke, her voice flat and businesslike. "You're sure?"

"I'm almost three months late with my period, and I took one of those new drugstore pregnancy tests."

"I see." Melinda waited a moment, then asked, "Have you thought about what you want to do? Do you want to marry Tom? I assume the baby is his?"

Taylor gasped and reddened. "Mother, of course the baby is Tom's. I'm not a tramp."

Melinda didn't say anything, just waited for Taylor to continue.
"I love Tom with all my heart. But I can't tell him about the baby. He'd abandon his music and come home to take care of me and the baby. I can't do that to him. I won't do that to him. His happiness is the most important thing in the world to me, and I'll do whatever is necessary to protect that happiness."
The two women stared at each other, the forbidden word between them. Finally, Melinda spoke. "Taylor, I will not allow you to have an abortion and that's final."

"Oh, Mother, how could you think that of me. You know how strongly I feel about abortion. That's absolutely not an option."

"Well, do you want to keep the baby?"

"Yes, of course I want to keep the baby. But I can't do that either. I want the baby to have a family, a mother and a father."
"We could be a family for the baby," Melinda said, somewhat wistfully.

They sipped their tea in silence, each lost in her thoughts.
Finally, Melinda spoke. "I have an idea. At least I think I have an idea. There's Aunt Jessie."

Jessie Tremont was Melinda's father's older sister. Everyone had thought Jessie would end up an old maid but she'd surprised everyone. She married when she was 45 and left home to move to Wichita. Melinda was 15 at the time and for several summers while she was a teenager, Melinda had visited Jessie in Wichita.

Taylor mulled the thought over in her mind. "If she'd have me, I could go stay there till the baby is born. Do you think she'll have me?"

"Taylor, of course she'll have you. You're her only niece. In fact, since Uncle Will died, you and I are pretty much her only family. I think she'd love to have you."

"And you would help me about getting the baby adopted?"

"Of course, sweetie. Anything I can do for you, I will." Once again, tears glinted in Melinda's eyes.

And so it happened. Taylor returned to Mizzou and quietly went through a weeklong process of withdrawing from the university. She and Melinda had come up with a story about an incapacitated aunt who needed someone to care for her. Taylor felt guilty at her friends' expressions of regret combined with admiration. In her heart, she felt like such a failure and each day it became more difficult to pretend. 
Taylor had arranged with the university to enroll in the correspondence course curriculum and had been able to transfer credits from her classes at Mizzou into the correspondence courses.

On Sunday, Melinda drove down to Columbia to pick her up. Taylor planned to stay in Rivermont for a couple of weeks and then she would drive to Wichita in the new little black Renault Melinda had bought for her -- her first car.
For the next several months, Melinda flew to Wichita every weekend to spend time with Taylor and Jessie. Jessie's health had been deteriorating the past year or so, and Taylor's presence was a blessing in disguise. Melinda had decided that Jessie would return to Rivermont with Taylor after the baby was born, and Jessie welcomed her niece's plan.

During the slow, quiet months in Wichita, Taylor, always an excellent student and an overachiever, had completed almost two years worth of college correspondence courses. When she returned to Mizzou, she would be a year ahead of her former classmates.
Melinda came to Wichita a week before Taylor's due date, planning to stay until the baby came. Taylor went into labor the day after Melinda's arrival, as if Taylor's body had just been waiting for her mother's arrival. Taylor's baby girl was born on March 15, the Ides of March, as Melinda reminded Taylor and Jessie.
It was a long labor, almost 24 hours, and for part of that time, the baby was in a breech position. The obstetrician had the nurse begin prepping Taylor for a C-section, when finally the baby shifted into a normal position. 
Taylor held the baby girl only once, for a few minutes right after she was born, and then refused to see her again.

Unbeknownst to Taylor, Melinda had arranged a good friend of hers, Serena Scanlon, to adopt the baby. Melinda had sworn Serena and her husband James to secrecy about the adoption.
Melinda drew up the adoption papers, and Taylor signed them. "I don't want to know anything about the parents," Taylor insisted.  Melinda's story was that she was working with a law firm in Wichita on the adoption and that neither she nor Taylor would know the names of the adoptive parents.

The Scanlons had flown to Wichita in a chartered jet to pick up the baby girl, accompanied by the private neonatal nurse they'd hired to help care for the baby for the first few months. They returned to Rivermont when  the baby was six days old.

Taylor was in the hospital for almost a week, with an infection. During the last months before the baby's birth, Melinda had arranged for the sale of Jessie's home and most of her furniture. She was going to have several of her favorite pieces sent to Rivermont. Three weeks after the baby was born, Melinda had wrapped up Jessie's affairs and declared that they were ready for the trip to Rivermont.
The three of them drove back home in Taylor's little Renault. The car trip was cramped but bearable since it was less than a day's drive.

In Rivermont, Jessie would have her own tiny apartment in Melinda's home. Melinda and Taylor hadn't talked about what came next for Taylor. During the drive, Taylor was quiet, speaking only when Melinda or Jessie asked her a question or tried to draw her into their conversation.
Melinda was worried about her daughter. Since the baby's birth, Taylor hardly spoke. Melinda thought she was depressed, and with good reason. When they were settled back at home, Melinda would take Taylor to the doctor and see about anti-depressants. It could be postpartum depression or it could be giving up the baby. Either way, Melinda was determined to make Taylor's depression go away.

But nothing had turned out the way Melinda expected. A few days after they were back in Rivermont, Melinda tried to talk with Taylor about going to the doctor but got nowhere. 

"Mother, I don't want to go to the doctor," Taylor had said every time Melinda broached the subject. 

When Melinda tried to find out what Taylor wanted to do next, Taylor had refused to talk about it. Melinda was not accustomed to her daughter shutting her out. They'd been each other's confidant, sharing their thoughts and feelings. Now that was gone.

One day at the end of April, six weeks after the baby's birth, Taylor had called her mother at the office and said she wanted to talk with her that evening, away from the house.

Melinda was happy to hear that Taylor wanted to talk with her and suggested that they have dinner at the lawyer's club in downtown Rivermont. Taylor agreed to meet her mother there at seven.

Melinda was a few minutes late and found Taylor pacing impatiently in the foyer of the club.

"Sorry, sweetheart," Melinda apologized. "I was on the phone with a client and couldn't get away. You should have gone ahead to our table."

"It doesn't matter," Taylor said in a brisk voice as the hostess led them to a booth on the far side of the dining room.

Melinda ordered a glass of wine and Taylor had iced tea. They took a few minutes to look at the menu and make their selections. When the waiter left to put in their orders, Taylor turned to her mother and said, "I'm going to be moving out in a few days."
Melinda stared at Taylor, speechless and uncomprehending.

"I don't understand," Melinda said slowly. "What do you mean, moving out?"

"I'm going to take summer courses in St. Louis, at Washington U. and get an apartment close to campus." Taylor took a sip of her iced tea, then continued. "I have to get on with my life, Mother. I have to get away from everyone and everything and start over again. I can't stand the pain of home and Rivermont."
Melinda shook her head back and forth, then said, "Taylor, you can't do this. It's not right. It's not what you need."

"Mother, you're going to have to let me go, let me live my own life. I know I'm only 19 but after what I've been through..." her voice trailed off, as if the words didn't need to be spoken.

Over the next months and years, Taylor moved herself further and further away from her mother and her friends, protecting herself from more hurt by not feeling close to anyone and trying to prevent anyone from getting close to her. 

Of course, neither Melinda nor Lee had let Taylor succeed in completely walling them off. But things were never the same again.

In recent years, since Taylor quit drinking and got her life back on track, she and Melinda had reconciled. 
Through the years, no matter what, Lee had kept Taylor in her life and had continued to love and support her best friend.
Now, 25 years later, Taylor lay in one of the Scanlons' guest bedrooms, afraid to go see what was going on for fear she'd find out that the baby girl she gave away would never be coming home.

The Kidnapper
Wednesday Morning
Avery St. John stood in the doorway of the bedroom of the cabin, leaning against the doorjamb, watching Samantha Scanlon sleeping. He'd checked on her hourly and knew she'd been awake much of the night.
Even in her sorry state, she was a beautiful young woman. He'd decided months ago, soon after the kidnapping plan began, that she was going to be his. His partner had no clue what was going to happen. Avery intended to have the money and the girl and to silence his partner. His partner also had no clue who he was actually dealing with. He thought Avery was just hired muscle with not a lot of brainpower between his ears.
Nothing could have been farther from the truth. Avery worked construction because he liked it. He liked working with his hands, watching something develop because of what he was doing.

He'd taken on a few muscle jobs because he thought it was fun to rough up uncooperative people, mainly ones who refused to sell their property to his employers.

They should have the second ransom note by now, he thought. He'd arranged for one of his druggie associates to find someone to once again exchange the Scanlons' morning newspaper with one that contained the ransom note. It was a calculated risk in case they'd called the police and had the house under surveillance. But the man who'd done the exchange in return for $100 had no idea where Avery was or what was going on

The tricky part of this whole thing was the money. His partner had given him an account number to include in the ransom note, telling the Scanlons where to wire the $10 million. 
But Avery had used a different account number, one in his name that only he knew about. And in fact, it was an account with a special auto forwarding feature attached. Avery had arranged the account with a Costa Rican bank that came highly recommended for its discretion and privacy policy, and most of all for its confidential and impenetrable account records.
Avery had some land and a small ranch in Costa Rica. He planned to live his life out there, with Samantha.

He knew his partner's plans didn't include Samantha's survival. There was some kind of personal vendetta there that Avery didn't know about and didn't want to know about. He'd never had much use for emotions. He preferred his logical, detached, unemotional approach to life. He knew he was as intelligent as most of the people he associated with.
His current partner matched him in intelligence and cunning. But his partner's downfall was that he let his hatred and resentment get the upper hand. Avery savored the fact that he would never fall victim to his emotions. He couldn't fathom why humans allowed the irrational to rule. 

It was almost time to put the rest of his plan into motion. He would have it all. Samantha was the supreme prize, highly educated, with class and breeding -- all the things he wasn't and never would be.

His partner didn't know that Avery had discovered his hidden agenda. Avery was supposed to think this was just about the money, the money needed to bail his partner out of massive debt. But Avery had overheard his partner talking to himself about his plans for Samantha's death, at Avery's hands.
Avery wondered how his partner thought he could get Avery to kill the girl. Avery planned to kill his partner, not the beautiful trophy from this contest.

Back in the kitchen, Avery filled the percolator with water, the basket with coffee, and set it on the stove, with the gas burner turned to high.

For a substantial payment in advance, Avery had arranged for his Costa Rican banker to text message him when the $10 million hit his account. That would be Avery's signal to gather up Samantha and head to the airport. He had a sedative ready to inject into Samantha, a drug that would make her cooperative, docile, and best of all, silent. 

Avery readied the drug and syringe on the table, then poured himself a cup of the freshly brewed coffee.

Tom Richards

Wednesday Morning

"Susie, hey girl, time to go to town," Tom called out to the Sheltie who was exploring a clump of weeds close to the woods that surrounded the house.
Tom opened the passenger door of the Ford pick-up, and Susie jumped in. Tom started the engine and opened the passenger side window for Susie to stick her head out.

They usually drove the 20 miles to town each day to pick up mail and a newspaper. Tom was thinking about stopping by Michael's law office to see what he thought about the letter from the Rivermont alumni reunion group and how they had located him.
Michael Brandon's father owned an internationally known security firm, Brandon Security, and Michael had worked with them to hide Tom's identity.

Tom thought how difficult it was to hide with today's Internet. You could find almost anyone. His cheeks reddened as he thought about his own Internet activities to keep track of Taylor. Before that, he'd used a combination of Michael and Brandon Security to find out about her. He wasn't proud of how he'd kept informed of her whereabouts and her life off and on over the past 20 or so years but he'd felt compelled to know that she was all right.
But she hadn't been all right. According to Michael, she'd struggled through some of the same alcohol problems that he had. And now, she too seemed to be managing sobriety, one day at a time.

Tom was pleased to find out that for many years Taylor had  been a successful PR agent. He understood why she had given that up to become a personal services agent. From the private investigator's reports, Tom could tell that the stress of the public relations job had intensified Taylor's struggle with alcohol, and he thought she had done the smart thing to get away from a job that stressed her out. 
His story had been similar but his trigger hadn't been stress but fame. He couldn't handle the fans and the media and had used alcohol to hide from them.  His meltdown in front of a crowd of 20,000 screaming fans had convinced him that this was no way to live. Since that night in Cincinnati 10 years ago, he had never performed in public again and didn't intend to. 
A few days after the Cincinnati concert,, with Michael Brandon's help, he'd entered the most stringent rehab facility he could find, and had followed the program with the same commitment he'd given to his music for 15 years.

He'd been unexpectedly smart about money and had enough to live comfortably for the rest of his life. For the first six years after giving up performing and getting sober, he'd stayed in California in the mountains. He'd continued to write music and some poetry. Using a pseudonym, he'd sold a few of his songs and poems.

Four years ago, his long-time friend and attorney, Michael Brandon, had told him he was leaving California and going back home to Rivermont. Tom didn't have to think twice about following his friend. But Tom had chosen a remote location, outside of the city, where he wouldn't have to see anyone he'd known growing up in Rivermont. He still wanted to make sure that he never came across people he'd known in his previous life. Somehow he felt if he left the past in the past, he had some hope for the future.
In the past year, Tom had tried his hand at a novel and was halfway  through with writing it. It was pretty much the usual first novel, a semi-disguised story about his life. Michael had tried to convince him to do a memoir but Tom wanted no part of that. He refused to give himself back to the public. He was done with that for life.
He knew that most people wouldn't like the isolation of his life. Michael was his best friend, and he'd made a couple of other friends in the area in the past few years, which was enough of a connection so that he could deny to Michael that he was a hermit.
All things considered, Tom felt he'd made the best of a difficult situation. He'd managed to pick up the bits and pieces of his life and come up with something that was peaceful and fulfilling.

He'd never understood what happened with Taylor. Twenty-five years ago, she'd cut him out of her life so completely that it was as though their love had never existed. For many months, he was unable to find her. Her mother refused to talk with him when he called, after that first time when she told him Taylor wanted to have nothing to do with him and that he should stop calling. He'd continued to call, but no one ever talked to him or returned his calls.

At the time, he hadn't had any money or contacts and had no way of tracking Taylor down. One time he'd managed to come back to Rivermont for a couple of days but couldn't find Taylor. None of their friends knew much of anything about her, except for Lee Travis. She told Tom that Taylor had dropped out of school. Lee said she'd heard from Mrs. Davenport that Taylor was out of state, taking care of an aunt who was ill. Mrs. Davenport said that Taylor had insisted that she not give anyone a phone number or address, that Taylor didn't want to hear from anyone.

None of this made any sense to Tom or Lee or Marla, but there wasn't anything they could do about it. They were only 19-year-old kids and they all had lives of their own. Mrs. Davenport had politely but firmly brushed them off.
A few years later, once Tom was successful with his music and had some money, he'd hired a private investigator to find out about Taylor. That was when he'd learned that she'd graduated from Washington University in St. Louis and was working in public relations.

He'd felt guilty all these years at his voyeurism where Taylor was concerned. But it was one of those things that he couldn't help. He had to know what was going on with Taylor, even though he knew she had long ago eradicated him from her life. 

Over the years, there had, of course, been other women in his life, but no one like Taylor, no one he had ever loved like that. He'd never even come close to marriage. Taylor was the only one for him. 
He'd made his peace with his life. He felt grateful to be alive and grateful that his drinking hadn't harmed anyone but himself. Every time he read about a drunk driver killing someone, he thought, "That could have been me, had it not been for the grace of God."
He was a tall, rangy man, who had eventually grown out of his teenage gangliness. He kept in shape by running with Susie on the back roads around his home. Anyone who knew him as a teenager wouldn't at first recognize him as the same person. He'd look vaguely familiar but it would be hard to identify him as the young Tom Richards.  His hair still dark and wavy and showed no signs of gray. His face had filled out and his eyes had darkened from a bright blue to more of an indigo. But wearing his sunglasses and a ball cap made him look like most men in their 40s. 
All his life, he'd been a loner, not feeling connected to anyone, anyone that is except Taylor. From the moment he first met her, when they were freshmen in high school, he felt there was something special about her and about the two of them together. As they'd grown closer, he felt as though he'd known her forever. He felt safe with her, able to be himself, and willing to share himself and his secrets with her. 

Taylor had once confided to him that she felt the same way, that he was the only person she felt at home with. She said she loved her mother and appreciated all that Melinda did for her but she didn't feel anything like the closeness and safeness she felt with Tom.

Tom shook his head, as though to stop the parade of memories that seemed to march through his mind. Susie came over and laid her head on his lap, nudging into the steering wheel of the pick-up.

"Whoa, girl, careful there. We don't want to go off into the ditch." They were on the outskirts of Rivermont, close to Michael Brandon's office. Tom decided to stop in, on the off chance that Michael was available for a cup of coffee.
Samantha Scanlon

Wednesday Morning

Samantha lay in the bed in the back bedroom of the cabin, wondering what time it was. She thought it was probably morning by the faint light that shown through the wooden shutters that covered the window. Earlier she had pretended to be asleep, feeling the kidnapper was watching her from the doorway. He was gone now, and she could breathe more freely. She had an eerie feeling about what he planned to do with her.
Her arm was aching from being handcuffed to the bed rail, and she moved it from side to side to relieve some of the strain. As she lay there, she thought she heard a dog barking off in the distance somewhere. Perhaps there was someone in the area. There were no sounds out here and she assumed this was a cabin in the woods far from civilization. As she lay there, she could hear the barking getting louder. She half-expected the kidnapper to go yell at the dog to shut up but he didn't. Perhaps he'd gone somewhere. She couldn't hear him moving around in the cabin. But she hadn't heard a vehicle start – or at least she didn’t' think she had. Things were running together and every once in awhile she found herself dozing off and then awakening with a start, at first not sure where she was and then not sure how long she'd slept.

The barking increased in loudness and intensity. She wondered why the dog was seemingly so upset. The barking stopped for a couple of minutes, then to her surprise, she heard the barking resume right at the window of the bedroom. She could hear the dog pawing at the window, as though it was trying to get in.

Why on earth would the dog do that? And the kidnapper must be gone or he would have done something about the dog. 

Deciding she had nothing to lose, Samantha called out, "Hey, dog, can you please get me out of here?' She smiled to herself at talking to the dog, then said out loud, "At least I haven't lost my sense of humor yet."

At the sound of her voice, the dog had started barking even louder and continued to paw at the window.

"Hey, dog," Samantha called out again. "Can you please go find someone to get me out of here?" There was silence, then continued barking.

"Well, thanks, anyway. I do need help, you know. Surely you have an owner somewhere." She had a thought, and started repeating loudly, "Home" followed by "Help" over and over again. If it was a well-trained dog, it might know those two words. 

She kept yelling them for a few minutes until she heard the sound of an engine. The kidnapper was back.

She could hear him outside yelling at the dog to go away but the dog continued to bark. She heard the sound of the door of his truck open and shut and then the sound of a gun firing. 

"Oh, my God," she thought, "he's shot the dog."

But then she heard barking off in the distance and decided that the kidnapper hadn't killed the dog, just scared it off. She lay there, trembling now that the kidnapper was back. Each time he came into the room, she got a queasy feeling. He never did anything to her but she felt it was only a matter of time until he did. She didn't know what she thought he was going to do but it felt awful to be waiting for it.
Dan Pastore

Wednesday Morning

By 9 a.m., everyone was gathered around the long table in the Scanlons' library. Jeffrey Brandon was there and was clearly in charge. Dan Pastore stood off to the back, as though not there in his official capacity.
The morning newspaper lay in the center of the long table. It had contained the second note from the kidnapper, now lying next to the newspaper. 
The note provided details on paying the ransom, but made no mention of how Samantha would be returned. 
"Clever idea," Jeffrey said about the ransom payment arrangements. "We can trace the account and the routing number but that only means that the money won't stay in that account long. There will be a rapid, perhaps immediate transfer of the money out of the first account and into another account. We won't be able to get the account number or routing number of that second account. That's where the privacy laws take over."

"Is there any way to freeze the first account?" Dan asked Jeffrey.

"We can certainly try," Jeffrey said. "It depends on the location of the bank. I have someone working on that right now so we should know soon whether we're going to be able to stop any transfers out of the account"
James Scanlon was standing nearby, listening to their conversation. All along, he had said he would pay the ransom, no questions asked. All he cared about was getting Samantha home, safe and sound.

Now James entered the conversation between Dan and Jeffrey. "There's no mention in the note of how we get Samantha back. That concerns me."

"It certainly concerns us also," Dan said.

Melinda and Serena were sitting together on one of the sofas, heads together, talking softly. Taylor Davenport was pacing slowly back and forth from one set of French doors to the other. Dan broke away from Jeffrey and James and went over to Taylor. She stopped pacing and stood looking up into Dan's face. He gave her a half-smile, then reached out to hug her.

"This is quite a predicament, wouldn't you say," Taylor said into his shoulder.

"Yep," Dan responded.

"Have you told Marla anything?" Taylor asked.

"Last night I told her about the kidnapping," Dan paused, aghast that he'd almost said he'd told Marla because Samantha was one of her patients.

"But she doesn't know that Samantha was the baby I gave up?"

"No, she doesn't know that. Does she even know you had a baby to give up?" Dan asked. Marla had never confided that to him.
"Yes, I finally, after all these years, told Lee and Marla about it Monday night. I'd made the decision to register with one of the adoption locator agencies and I wanted to tell them about the baby and about trying to find the baby."
Dan nodded his head, gave her another hug and went back over where Jeffrey and James still stood talking.

"Mr. Scanlon, Jeffrey, I'm about to break all kinds of confidentiality issues but it has to be done."

James interrupted to say, "Please, call me James." 

Dan nodded and said. "My wife is Samantha's therapist." 

James and Jeffrey both stared at Dan, then James said slowly, "I'm pretty sure that Samantha's therapist's name is Marla Reynolds..." 

There was a questioning tone in his statement.

"Yes," Dan said. "Marla uses her maiden name, Reynolds, instead of Pastore."

"She called here on Tuesday afternoon," James said slowly. "I didn't know what to say so I told her that Samantha had gone out of town unexpectedly."
Dan said, "The reason I told you about this is that I would like to tell Marla about the kidnapping and then ask her come out here. We may need her help when Samantha returns."

James Scanlon spoke first, saying, "Of course, Dan, I trust your judgment."

Jeffrey Brandon agreed, saying, "I'll send a car for her."

Dan thought a moment, then said. "That's not necessary. It's no problem for her to drive out here. I'll give her a call and see what her schedule is."

Jeffrey Brandon

Wednesday Morning

Jeffrey felt as though his head was going to explode. He was sitting on a huge secret that was connected to this kidnapping, and he was about to do something highly unethical.

For a moment, he considered telling Melinda Davenport what he was going to do but decided she'd forbid him to do it. She was his employer but she didn't own him. He still had to do what he thought was right.

Nodding briskly to Taylor Davenport who was standing by the French doors, he opened the door and went out to the brick patio, closing the door firmly behind him. He walked toward the swimming pool and then sat down at the one the several umbrella tables that surrounded the pool.

He pulled out his cell phone and punched in the speed dial number for his son Michael's office phone.
To his surprise, Michael answered on the first ring, saying, "Hi, Dad, what's happening?" recognizing Jeffrey's cell number on caller id.
"Michael, there's something I have to tell you. I know I'm breaking all kinds of client confidentiality, just like you broke all kinds of client confidentiality so many years ago when you told me that Tom Richards was your client."

"Dad, what is it? Just spill"

Jeffrey proceed to give Michael a quick, facts-only overview of the situation, starting with Tom and Taylor's illegitimate baby girl and ending with Samantha Scanlon's kidnapping.

"Holy shit!" had been Michael's first response, and he'd repeated it a time or two more as his father gave him the details.
Taylor Davenport

Wednesday Morning

Taylor stood at the far set of French doors, looking outside but not seeing. Her hand was in her right jacket pocket, wrapped around her cell phone.

She'd listened several times to Lee's voice mail message from Monday night, giving her Tom's phone number and address and encouraging her to contact him and tell him about his daughter. 
Taylor thought that Lee didn't know it but there was now even more reason now to let Tom know he had a daughter -- and to let him know about the kidnapping.

For all these years, she'd thought she was doing the right thing for the baby and for Tom. But the guilt she'd felt for keeping the baby a secret from Tom had been overwhelming. She'd come to realize that she'd tried to use alcohol to numb herself from the guilt.

There had been times when she thought about contacting Tom, telling him everything. But she couldn't bear the thought of how much he would hate her for what she had done. She didn't want his hatred. She'd never stopped loving him and had thought she was doing the right thing for him by letting him keep his music and not tying him down with a wife and child. There had never been another serious relationship for her. Oh, she'd dated off and on and had slept with some of the men, especially during her drinking days when her actions were a daze. She'd stumbled unaware through life, and it was a miracle that she was still alive and that she hadn't harmed anyone. Every time she heard on the news about a drunk driver killing someone, she thanked God that she had never done that. How many times had she gotten on highway, so drunk that she was seeing double sets of headlights aiming at her.
Taylor didn't know what to do. She had the feeling that very soon Dan Pastore was going to confront her, insist that she contact Tom Richards to tell him about Samantha and the kidnapping. She knew Dan well enough that if she refused, he'd do it himself. Actually, she wished he would and spare her the horror of telling Tom what she'd done. At the time, it had seemed to make sense. Now, 25 years later, she saw the stupidity of her actions and her mother's complicity.

She saw Jeffrey Brandon hurry back across the patio and walk through the other set of French doors. His face looked grim, and she wondered if he'd heard anything from the kidnapper. But he'd just gone over to stand silently by Dan Pastore and James Scanlon.

Her mind made up and ready to face Tom's anger, she walked out onto the patio and pulled her cell phone from her jacket pocket. She listened once again to Lee's voice mail message, memorizing Tom's phone number.

Carefully she entered the digits into the phone and listened while it rang and rang. Finally, an answering machine picked up, and it overwhelmed her to hear his voice after all these years. She felt the burn of tears in her eyes and was barely able to speak to leave a message.

"Tom, it's...it's Taylor ...Taylor Davenport. Could you please call me as soon as possible? It's an emergency, and I really need to talk to you."  She gave him her number and then slowly repeated it again. She punched the end button, feeling as though her life would never be the same again.

Michael Brandon

Wednesday Morning

Michael sat at his desk, staring off into space, still holding the receiver of the phone. Only the automated voice telling him to hang up woke him from his trance.
What a bombshell his father had just dropped on him. Michael thought for a moment, then quickly dialed Tom's home phone number. Getting the machine, he hung up and dialed Tom's cell number.

Tom answered on the first ring, saying, "Wow, great minds think alike! I'm in town, and I was just going to stop by your office to see if you can grab a cup of coffee."

Michael answered slowly, "Tom, I need to talk to you. Can you come by the office now?"

"Sure," Tom answered. "But what is it? You don't sound good."

"I'll tell you when you get here. By the way, where are you?"

"I'm just a couple of blocks away from your office. Come on, tell me what's going on. You're scaring me."

"Just get here as quickly as you can."

Michael hung up and looked down at the notes he'd doodled on the note pad by the phone.

Of course, he'd known about Taylor Davenport. Tom had told him about her right after they first met. At the time, Michael hadn't believed Tom when he said Taylor was the only woman he would ever love. But now, after all these years, it appeared that Tom had meant every word he said.

Michael didn't know what to expect from Tom when he told him. Anger, rage, frustration, fear -- probably all of those and more.
While he waited for Tom's arrival, Michael swung around to his laptop and did some searching on the Internet. He Googled the Scanlons and was surprised to find so many hits. He had never heard of the family but then he didn't move in those circles. 

His practice concentrated on celebrities, people whose profession was entertaining others. Wealthy businessmen with old family money seldom hit his radar.

Next he searched on Samantha Scanlon and when he saw what the search results covered, it brought a lump to his throat. She was a musician, by God. She'd unknowingly followed in her father's footsteps. One point for the nature side in the nature vs. nurture controversy.

From the online articles, it looked like Samantha was still a local musician, playing in clubs and bars in and around Rivermont and St. Louis, and sometimes as far south as Washington. 

She'd gotten good reviews, and two of the articles had a photo of her. In the  black and white photo, she was beautiful, with long wavy hair and laughing eyes. The other photo was a color one in the Entertainment section of the Post-Dispatch, and it highlighted her deep auburn hair, glinting from an overhead spotlight. 

Michael printed out the article with the color photo, along with the other one that had a photo. He went back to the articles about the Scanlon family and their fortune and printed out a couple of them also.  One particularly interesting article appeared in the Sunday Magazine section of the paper and was an in-depth profile of the family, written two years ago. It mentioned Samantha being a student at Washington University in nearby St. Louis and that the son in the family, older than Samantha by several years, had gone into the family's real estate development business after he graduated from Mizzou. 

There was also a photo of the son, Jimmy Scanlon, standing next to his father and the Rivermont mayor at a Chamber of Commerce meeting. Michael thought that both Scanlon men looked vaguely familiar to him but he couldn't place where he might have met them or seen them.

The article talked about how both Scanlon children had been adopted, and quoted James and Serena Scanlon saying how fortunate they were to have been blessed with such wonderful children. 

The focus of the article had been the family's philanthropic work. Years ago, James Scanlon had established a foundation named after his parents. Over the years, he had funneled millions of dollars of the family's wealth into the foundation. The purpose of the foundation was literacy, a cause that had been his mother's passion.

Michael flipped once more through the articles he'd printed off the Internet, weeding out some of the duplicates. He then made an extra set of them, which he put in a file folder in his middle desk drawer. The originals he put in another file folder, which he placed in the center of the desk, intending to give it to Tom.

Speaking of Tom, where was he? He'd said he was only a couple of blocks away so he should be here by now.

Michael stood up and went out into the small reception area of his office. He practiced by himself, and his staff was small -- his secretary Betsy doubled as the receptionist and Jackson Black, his law clerk, doubled as everything else the practice needed. 
As he stood there chatting with Betsy, the outer door opened and Tom Richards stood in the doorway, his dog Susie on a leash behind him.

Susie pranced toward Michael, who drew back from her exuberant greeting. Michael was not a dog person and preferred to keep his distance.

Betsy snickered at her boss as she rose from her desk and walked over to greet Susie. Betsy was a dog person and loved it when Tom brought her for a visit.

Michael looked from Susie to Betsy to Tom, then back to Betsy.

"Hey. Bets, I need to talk with Tom and I need his undivided attention. Do you think you could take Susie for a walk or take her over in the dog park." He thought a moment, knowing what her objection would be and wanting to come up with a solution before she voiced her concern. "You can send the phone calls directly to voice mail."

Betsy smiled at Michael and then at Tom, and said, "Yes, boss," in her imitation of an obedient, respectful employee.

Once Betsy and Susie were on their way, Michael led Tom back into his office and closed the door firmly behind them. Tom tilted his head at that. He and Michael usually met with the door wide open, with Betsy and Jackson walking in and out whenever.

"Have a seat," Michael said, gesturing toward the chair next to his desk, another break from tradition. The two of them usually sat in the comfortable seating area next to the windows, not at Michael's desk.

"Okay, buddy, what's up? What's going on with you?" Tom demanded.

Michael shook his head and shrugged, saying, "Well, not much with me."

"You're acting weird -- well, weirder than usual. Tell me what it is." Tom said.

Michael sat behind his desk and folded his hands on the desk blotter. "Sit," he said, again motioning to the straight back chair adjacent to his desk.
Tom acquiesced, folding himself into the chair. He sat there looking expectantly at Michael, finally realizing that his friend would tell him whatever it was when he was good and ready.

Michael put his hand on his forehead and sighed, saying, "I honest to God don't know how to tell you what I have to tell you." 

Tom still didn't speak, just sat quietly waiting for Michael to figure out how to tell him whatever it was.

"Tom, you have a 24 year-old daughter who's been kidnapped." With the words spoken, Michael let out a sigh of relief.

But Tom's reaction wasn't what he'd expected. Tom started laughing and shaking his head.

Michael said, "Why are you laughing? I'm serious. This is no laughing matter."

Still, Tom laughed. Finally, his laugh turned to a chuckle and then to a quizzical look. "I don't understand what you're talking about. Is this some kind of game or one of those new reality shows?"

Michael stood up and went over to the sideboard where bottles of water were sitting. He took two of them, went over to Tom and handed him one. Then he went over to the sofa in front of the window and flopped down, his legs outstretched in front of him. He opened the bottle of water and drank most of it down in one gulp.

"Okay," Michael began speaking slowly and clearly. "Here's what happened. This morning, just half an hour ago, I received a phone call from my father. He and a project team from his security firm are at the Scanlon estate with Samantha Scanlon's adoptive parents, plus Melinda and Taylor Davenport." Michael paused to take another drink from the water bottle, then continued.
"Samantha Scanlon was kidnapped sometime Monday night. She'd been at a club, subbing as a keyboardist and singer with a local band. She never made it home. Her parents didn't know she was missing until the next morning, Tuesday morning, when Mr. Scanlon found a ransom note wrapped up in his morning newspaper. His wife called Melinda Davenport, who is the family's long-time attorney. Melinda called my Dad and he put together a team to deal with the kidnapping." Michael stopped speaking and watched Tom walk over to the seating area and sit down in a chair opposite the sofa.
"Samantha Scanlon is a musician?" Tom asked.

Michael suppressed a smile at seeing that Tom had picked up immediately on Samantha's music background.

"Yes," Michael answered. "I printed out some articles about her from the Internet over on my desk. You can have them when we're finished talking." Michael took a good look at the expression on Tom's face and thought he'd never seen his friend look this stern, this angry. And why wouldn't he be angry? How could anyone keep a secret like that?

"Anyway, they all ended up at the Scanlons. The operatives from Brandon Security set up shop there. My Dad agreed with Melinda Davenport's advice to the Scanlons about not calling in the police or the FBI. Evidently, the Rivermont police have screwed up several high-profile kidnappings and the FBI's record locally has been just as bad. Brandon Security has a unblemished record in kidnap recovery cases. They're the leading firm in international kidnap recoveries."
"Dad says that Brandon Security does a lot of work for Melinda Davenport's law firm and evidently they're close friends." Michael paused and said in an offhand voice, "I wonder how close. I never thought about that." He gave his head a slight shake as though to get him back on track, then continued again with his story.

"Melinda broke down and told Dad the whole story. Her daughter Taylor got pregnant after high school and went away to have the baby. Melinda arranged for the Scanlons to adopt the baby girl privately. Taylor never knew who adopted the baby, never knew that her mother kept track of the baby all these years. I think the kidnapping finally caused Melinda's guilt to catch up with her, and she insisted on telling her daughter the whole story. Evidently that was not well-received by Taylor Davenport because she showed up at the Scanlons late Tuesday night and ended up spending the night there, along with her mother. So both Davenports are still there with the Scanlons, plus Dan Pastore, my Dad and four other Brandon Security agents. From the way Dad described it on the phone, it basically sounds like a zoo."

Michael stopped talking and looked at his client and friend, trying to gauge his reaction and his mood. Tom was sitting hunched over in the chair opposite where Michael sat on the sofa. He had buried his face in his hands so Michael couldn't tell what Tom was feeling.

Michael waited a few moments, at a loss as to what to do or say next. It looked Tom wasn't going to give him guidance there so it was up to him. He stood up, finished the last swallow of water in the bottle and expertly tossed it in the wastebasket on the other side of the office, 20 feet away, saying "Bingo!" when he made the shot.

Tom didn't react. Michael took a couple of steps toward Tom until he stood beside him. He gently placed in his hand on Tom's shoulder, not surprised at the tension and rigidity he felt there. Tom jerked away from his touch, and Michael was sorry about that.
Still, he felt he had to do something for him. "What can I do for you, buddy?"

Tom stood up and moved away from Michael, heading toward the office door. Michael finally got a look at his face and again, was not surprised at the rage he saw in Tom's features and expression. Michael could only guess at what it would feel like to have been betrayed like Tom was, to have had someone deny him what was rightfully his.

"Tom?" Michael said, his determination to help his friend obvious in his voice.
Tom began to swear and pace back and forth across the room, and now Michael was surprised. He had never heard Tom use any profanity, much less the obscenities that were now coming out of his mouth. Michael was relieved that he wasn't the target for the curses. The target was very obviously Taylor Davenport and her mother Melinda.

After a few minutes of pacing back and forth and damning Taylor and Melinda to hell and back, Tom slowed down with both. Finally, muttering epithets under his breath, he went over to the sideboard for a fresh bottle of water, which he drank in one long swallow.

Michael breathed an inner sigh of relief at Tom's apparent return to a semblance of normalcy. Tom walked back over to the chair, grim-faced, and gestured to Michael to sit back down on the sofa. Michael complied, not speaking, waiting for Tom to take the lead.

Sighing heavily, Tom spoke in a low, almost inaudible voice. "Okay, what do I do now?"

Michael hesitated, not knowing how to answer, not knowing what to answer. "Do?" 

"Yes, do," Tom responded in a brittle tone. "You're the great all-knowing counselor. Tell me what to do."

Michael moved past the bitterness and anger in his friend, and tried to be the voice of reason that Tom needed to hear.

"Well, I think obviously, we need to join that zoo over at the Scanlons. The most important thing right now is getting Samantha Scanlon home safely. We can sort the rest of it out later."

Tom reached out a hand to Michael and said, "Thank you for saying 'we,' -- I don't want to do this by myself."
The two men walked across the street to the dog park and retrieved Susie from Michael's secretary. Betsy pretended great reluctance to turn over the dog. "But we were having so much fun! You're spoiling everything.

Michael just laughed and gave her phony punch on the arm.

Then he turned serious. "Betsy, I'm going to be out of the office, probably the rest of the day so please cancel my appointments. I'll be on my cell so call if something comes up that you can't handle."

Betsy grinned at him as she said, "As if!"

They walked back toward the office together. Tom helped Susie into the pick-up, then turned to Michael, asking how they were going to work this.

Michael had already thought it through and said, "I'll follow you out to your place so you can take Susie home. Then we'll drive to the Scanlons in my car. I'll call my Dad to let him know we're coming."

"Do you where the Scanlons live?" Tom asked.

"Sure," Michael said, "everybody knows where the Scanlons live." He paused, then added, "Except you, of course."
Jeffrey Brandon

Mid-morning Wednesday

Jeffrey hung up his cell phone and stood thinking for a moment. When Michael's name and number had appeared in the LED screen, Jeffrey had once again stepped out on the patio of the Scanlons' home for privacy.
He wasn't surprised at what Michael had to tell him, only that his son had talked to Tom Richards so quickly. He had assumed, correctly, that once Richards knew the story, he'd insist on coming out here. Michael had explained about taking Tom's dog home and said they'd be there within an hour.

Jeffrey debated about the telling the group what was about to happen. The humane thing to do would be to warn them, especially Taylor Davenport. Jeffrey thought he'd certainly learn a lot more if he let Tom show up unannounced. He still didn't know if there was a chance that Tom Richards was somehow involved. Ultimately, Jeffrey decided to tell the assembled group what was going on.

He knew there would be hell to pay with Melinda Davenport about what was about to happen. Melinda was very much into control and she would be furious that he'd taken over the situation.
Hopefully, she'd get over her anger. He didn't want to lose her as a client, or as a friend. A part of him kept hoping for more than friendship with Melinda but he never seemed to make a move in that direction.  He thought that unfortunately the trauma they were currently going through would probably prevent their friendship from moving to a different level.

Jeffrey went back into the library, and walked around the room, seemingly casual, checking in with everyone. The ransom money was sitting in a special account that Ian McIntosh had set up, working with James Scanlon. Ian was just waiting for the word from Jeffrey to start the process of wiring the money to the Costa Rican bank account.
Jeffrey told him to hold off awhile still. He wanted to make sure everything was in place at the Costa Rican bank.

He walked over to one end of the room, next to the fireplace and raised his voice slightly so everyone could hear him.

"Folks, it looks like we're going to have a couple of additional people here with us shortly -- my son, Michael Brandon, and one of his clients..." Here Jeffrey paused, wishing he didn't have to say the explosive name, but there was no way around it. The time had come to drop this particular bombshell. "The client's name is Tom Richards." There was a gasp, then a shrill "What?" and then silence. Jeffrey looked around the room, gauging the reactions of the Davenport women and the Scanlons. He saw shock, disbelief, dismay and anger.

As he had expected, Melinda took charge of the situation.

"Jeffrey, what in God's name have you done? Please tell me that Tom Richards is not on his way here." She had stood up from the sofa where she'd been sitting next to Serena and moved over by Taylor, who was standing motionless and silent, frozen in place by the far set of French doors.

Jeffrey shook his head, and said, "It's true, Melinda. I called Michael and told him what's going on. I asked him to contact Tom Richards and fill him in. It's only right. I'm so sorry to say this, my dear, but you've done an injustice to that man. He had a right to know that he had a daughter, and now he has a right to know that his daughter is in danger. He has the right to try to help her and we can't stand in the way of that right." Jeffrey paused, taking time to assess Melinda's reaction to his words. He'd tried to make his statement as gentle as possible but he knew that it would have the effect of waving a red flag at a charging bull.
Melinda stood close to Taylor, her arm around her daughter's shoulders. Taylor was rigid, her head down, not uttering a sound. In a gentle movement, Melinda led Taylor to a nearby chair and eased her down into it. She  went over to the sideboard and poured a glass of ice water into a crystal goblet. She took it to Taylor, who at first refused it with a slight shake of her head. Then she evidently reconsidered her refusal and took the glass from her mother's hand and drank the water down in one long, slow swallow.

Taylor handed the goblet back to Melinda and stood up, facing Jeffrey. The tears on her cheeks caused an actual physical ache in his heart. She was a dear person to him, and he hated having done to her what he'd done. 

He shoved down his guilt and walked toward Taylor. She instinctively took a step back, as if to run away from him and any further damage that he could cause.
"Taylor, I am so sorry that you have to go through this.eHee pushed
 You know how much I care about you, and if there had been any way to spare you this heartache, you know I would have done it."
Still Taylor didn't speak. She just stood there, staring at Jeffrey, her gaze remote, her face expressionless.

Jeffrey knew she was in shock and tried to figure out how to deal with that. He decided to tackle it head-on. He walked up next to Taylor and put his arm around her shoulder. She flinched and drew away but Jeffrey ignored her reaction. He guided her over to the nearest sofa and motioned her to sit down. Amazingly enough to Jeffrey, she complied. Jeffrey sat down next to her and took her hand in his. In a low, gentle voice, he quietly but firmly reassured her that everything was going to be okay. They would work this out. They would get Samantha back, safe and sound, and everything would work out. She needn't worry. She should just relax and trust him. Had he ever let her down in all the years he'd known her? No, of course he hadn't, and he wouldn't let her down now, either.

Taylor still said nothing speak. Jeffrey thought perhaps she was afraid to say anything, afraid that if she started speaking she might not be able to stop. He could only imagine her anger, her sense of betrayal, her fear of what the next few minutes would bring, and of course, her guilt and regret.

Jimmy Scanlon

Mid-morning Wednesday

"Dad, Mom, Samantha?" a voice called out. "Where is everyone?"

Serena stood and walked quickly over to the library entrance. "Jimmy, we're in the library."

A young man looking to be in his late 20's came in to library, and stood looking around in surprise at the assembled group.

"Mom, what's going on here? Who are all these people?" As he looked around the library table, he saw Melinda Davenport and said, "Melinda, what are you doing here? Is there something wrong?"

James Scanlon walked over to the young man and enveloped him in a bear hug. There were tears glistening in the older man's eyes.

"Jimmy, we've been trying desperately to reach you for a day and a half. Where have you been?"

Jimmy Scanlon looked questioningly at his father. "What's wrong, Dad? Why have you been trying to reach me?"

Before James could answer, Serena Scanlon walked up to her son. She, too, gave him a hug.

"Oh, Jimmy, I'm so glad you're here. It's been awful."

"Will someone please tell me what's going on?" Jimmy Scanlon demanded, irritation evident in his voice.

"It's your sister," James answered. "Samantha's been kidnapped."

"What?" Jimmy shouted. "What are you talking about? This can't be true."

"It's true," Serena said softly. "Samantha was kidnapped sometime Monday night. We received a ransom note early Tuesday morning."

"Where are the police? Where is the FBI?" Jimmy demanded.

"Calm down, Jimmy, and let me explain." James calmly brought his son up to speed on what had been happening, explaining his decision to follow Melinda Davenport's advice and call in Brandon Security rather than the Rivermont police or the FBI.

"And the kidnapper wants $10 million dollars?" Jimmy asked.

"Yes," said James. "He -- I'm assuming it's a he -- the kidnapper somehow disguised his voice the two times he called here--  wants the ransom wired to an account in Costa Rica. 
James turned to where Jeffrey stood and called over to him, "Jeffrey, can you give Jimmy a quick overview of what we're doing about the ransom money?"

Jeffrey nodded his assent, and came over to stand with the Scanlons. He said, "We've arranged with the Costa Rican bank to install surveillance software on the initial account. The software will track the next transfer and the transfer data will have the surveillance code embedded in it. We'll be able to follow the ransom no matter how many transfers the kidnapper makes."

James spoke up. "As you can well imagine, I don't care one whit about the money. But Mr. Brandon's reason for tracing the money is to make sure we have some way of keeping track of the kidnapper. If we don't, we risk losing all traces of Samantha."

"My God," Jimmy Scanlon said slowly, "this is unbelievable. What about Samantha? Do we know if she's all right."

"We think she is," Serena answered. "The kidnapper let your father talk with her for just a second on the phone call yesterday. But he wouldn't let us talk to her when he called today."

Jimmy Scanlon looked around the room, then asked, "Who are the rest of the people here?'' In a low voice, James told his son who the other people were, then James and Serena started toward the library entrance, motioning Jimmy to follow. "Let's go into my office and talk," James said.

The three of them settled themselves in James' home office. James sat behind his desk where he always felt most comfortable, and Serena and Jimmy sat on the love seat across from the desk. Serena patted Jimmy's hand, and said, "We've been trying to call you since yesterday morning, dear, but we only got your voice mail."

"That's strange," Jimmy said. "I didn't have any messages from you, and I've been either at home or at the office both days. I wonder if there's something wrong with my cell phone." He reached for his belt, then shook his head. "My phone isn't in the belt clip where it's supposed to be. I must have lost it or misplaced it. I'm sorry I wasn't here to help with all this. What a nightmare this has been for you!"

"You can say that again, son," James concurred. "Your mother and I have been going out of our minds with worry about Samantha."

"I can imagine. Dad, are you sure you're doing the right thing, not bringing in the police and the FBI. I know what your reasons are and part of me agrees but this is Samantha's life at stake."

"I know. We thought long and hard about what to do but Melinda was most persuasive. We've all seen the corruption and incompetence in the Rivermont police the past couple of years. And if we went straight to the FBI, they'd involve the police anyway. Melinda has had years of experience with Brandon Security, and they're internationally known and acclaimed for their K and R work." James paused at his wife's interruption.

"What's K and R again? I know you explained it to me the other day but my mind doesn't seem to be working properly..." Serena's voice trailed off.
"It's kidnap and rescue. Mostly Brandon Security does K & R for international corporations who've had top executives kidnapped and held for ransom. Jeffrey Brandon himself is here, and he's the best in the business, according to Melinda."

"So tell me everything, every detail, right from the beginning," Jimmy said. 

Half an hour later, James and Serena finished their account of the kidnapping and the hours since then. 

"Wow, that's quite a story," Jimmy said. "So what's next?"

James hesitated a moment before answering, then said, "Well, we're ready to go with the money transfer to the Costa Rican bank account. But Jeffrey Brandon wanted to make sure everything was in place at the Costa Rican bank."

"Dad, Mom, we have to prepare ourselves, you know. There's a chance that we won't get Samantha back, no matter that you pay the ransom or how great Brandon Security is. You need to be ready to accept the worst."

Serena started to cry, and Jimmy put this arm around his mother's shoulders. James got up from the desk and knelt down in front of his wife.

"Serena, please don't cry. Please trust me -- we're going to get Samantha back. This is going to work out." James stood up and helped his wife to her feet. He hugged her and wiped the tears from her cheeks with a large white linen handkerchief he took from his slacks pocket.

Melinda Davenport

Mid-morning Wednesday

Melinda stood off to one side of the room, watching Jeffrey with Taylor. She was amazed at his words, at his soothing approach, his gentle, loving tone. He'd known Taylor for several years and had always had a soft spot in his heart for her. He had a daughter from his first marriage but they hadn't been close and hadn't stayed in touch. Taylor had seemed to fill an empty spot in his heart, and he'd done the same in hers.

Melinda knew that Jeffrey had been halfway in love with her almost since they first met over 10 years ago. The reason he wasn't all the way in love with her was her fault. She had held him at arm's length, not letting him get too close. She was too involved with her law firm to let herself be distracted by a relationship. She depended on Jeffrey, on what his security firm could do for her, on what he personally could bring into her life. But she kept it on a friendship-only basis. They never openly talked about it, but both understood what the ground rules were and both abided by the rules.

Melinda started to come toward the sofa where Jeffrey and Taylor sat, and he gave a slight shake of his head, indicating to her that she should stay away and let him handle this. Her first reaction was to defy his direction, but she halted, thinking that perhaps Jeffrey knew best in this instance. She realized that she hadn't necessarily been using the best of judgment all these years when it came to Taylor and Samantha -- and yes, Tom Richards.

At the time, 25 years ago, Melinda had convinced herself she was doing the best thing, the right thing. But now, in hindsight, she recognized that what she'd done had been wrong and unfair, and as far as Taylor was concerned, it might be unforgivable. Melinda prayed that wasn't the case. 

Melinda dreaded what the next minutes would bring. She knew that she, and she alone, was to blame for separating parents from their child. Serena and James Scanlon had willingly and knowingly gone along with her, because they so desperately wanted a child. And Melinda had thought this was her only way of ensuring a good and happy life for her granddaughter but still being able to exist on the periphery of that life.
She looked over toward the Scanlons and knew that they too were apprehensive about what was to come. When the adoption was arranged, they'd ignored the fact that the father of the baby girl they were taking home with them had no idea he had a child. 

She looked around at the rest of the people in the library and thought how they all looked like actors on a stage, waiting for the next dramatic entrance.  And Melinda was sure it would be dramatic. She'd never known Tom Richards well. Taylor had brought him around when they were dating but Melinda was so obsessed with building her law firm that she paid scant attention to Taylor's friends. Her only impression of the boy was that Taylor seemed to glow with happiness whenever Melinda saw them together. How foolish she'd been not to see the seriousness of their relationship. She'd assumed it was a simple, innocent case of puppy love that would fade away with Taylor went off to college. 

She wished the confrontation, the recriminations, were over. She knew she would bear the burden of guilt and she willingly would do that. She just wanted the drama and hysterics to be behind them so they could concentrate on finding Samantha and bringing her home.

Samantha -- Melinda had loved the name the Scanlons gave their daughter, just as she'd loved the girl. She hadn't seen nearly enough of her but she understood Serena's protective instincts toward her daughter. Melinda had assumed that Serena feared Melinda would someday tell Samantha who she really was. Melinda didn't think she would have ever done that, no matter how much she wanted to. Mostly it was enough to know about her granddaughter's life and to get to see her and talk to her every once in awhile.
The doorbell rang once, and everyone in the room started at the sound. When it rang again, Jeffrey patted Taylor's shoulder, then stood up and headed out of the room. No one else made a move. They all remained in place, silent, waiting for what was about to happen, waiting for the next act in this melodrama.

Melinda stood by the long library table, one hand touching its top in support. She was in her middle sixties but usually looked 15 years younger. Now she looked every one of her years. Her posture, normally erect, was slightly stooped. Her eyes were tired and the lines around them stood out. This was going to be one of the most difficult things she'd ever gone through in her life. She knew that Taylor and Tom Richards were going to tear into her for what she had done to them and their daughter, and she knew that she deserved whatever outrage they directed toward her.

Tom Richards

Mid-morning Wednesday

Tom jabbed again at the doorbell to the Scanlons home. He and Michael Brandon stood on the broad veranda that encircled the front and sides of the house. It was a true mansion, not one of the pretentious "McMansions" scattered throughout the country.

Tom had no idea what to expect or what to do. He only knew he had to be here to find out exactly what was going on.

His mind was still reeling from the news Michael had given him less than an hour ago. His whole world had been rocked on its foundation and his careful, bland life had been shaken into oblivion. 

He heardisHi footsteps inside the house, approaching the front door. Instinctively, he stood taller, bracing himself for what was to come. He felt Michael's touch on his elbow and turned to nod his head at his friend and say, "Thanks for being here with me, Michael."

Michael didn't say anything, just gave Tom's elbow another reassuring touch.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the front door opened and a tall man in his early sixties stood there.

The man looked beyond Tom to Michael and said, "Good morning, Michael. Won't you both come in?"

The man stepped aside and Tom and Michael crossed the threshold into an entrance foyer that was half the size as Tom's cabin.

The man who'd let them in reached out a hand to Tom and introduced himself. "I'm Jeffrey Brandon, Michael's father. I'm pleased to meet you, Mr. Richards."

Tom shook Jeffrey's hand but in a perfunctory way. He had no time for niceties. He was here on serious business and wanted to get to it. "Where is ..." he paused as though not knowing who to ask for, then continued, "Where is everybody?"
Jeffrey cleared his throat and said, his voice raspy, "Everyone's in the library at the back of the house."

"Well, show me the way," Tom demanded.

Jeffrey nodded, seemingly not at all taken aback by the man's abruptness. He turned around and headed toward the back of the house. Tom and Michael followed close behind, not speaking.

Jeffrey stopped in the hallway, at the entrance to the library. The entrance was a broad, arched cutout in the wall. Standing in the entrance, you could see everyone and everything in the room. 

Tom stood there, looking from face to face, stiffening when he saw Melinda, then stiffening even more when he finally saw Taylor. He felt as though the wind had been knocked out of him. Unconsciously, he took a deep breath and then another, trying to get enough air in his lungs to counteract his reaction to seeing Taylor after 25 years. It was unbelievable. He would have known her anywhere. She was a more beautiful, more mature version of the girl who stolen, then broken his teen-aged heart.

Once again, Michael touched Tom's elbow reassuringly. Jeffrey strode into the room, then half-turned as though to make sure that Tom and Michael were close behind.

Tom saw that Taylor and Melinda had moved so that they were now standing together, across the room from the entranceway. They were looking right at him, both of their faces expressionless.

Tom could hardly move his legs and felt almost as though he was trudging through deep cement. Finally, when he was within three feet of where the two women stood, he stopped and stood there. Taking a deep breath, he said, "Taylor?" 

Taylor answered a breathy "Hello, Tom."

Tom tried not to explode in anger at the two women, but he didn't know how long he would be able to restrain himself.

In a low, grating voice, he said, "Tell me what the hell is going on. Tell me."

Taylor nodded at her mother and said, "You need to ask my mother what she's done."

"Oh, I will, don't worry about that. But I'm asking you first. Why in God's name didn't you tell me you were pregnant? How could you have done such a … such a… rotten thing?"

Tears trickled down Taylor's cheeks as she answered, "I'm so sorry. I thought I was doing the best thing for you and for the baby. It turns out that I screwed everything up."

"That's for damn sure," Tom hissed at her, wanting to shout but not wanting the rest of the people in the room to hear him.

Melinda spoke for the first time. "Can we take this somewhere more private?" 

Jeffrey, who was standing directly in back of Tom, said, "No, Melinda, this concerns everyone in this room. We need to get everything out in the open and quickly, and then we need to concentrate on the most important thing – finding Samantha Scanlon and bringing her home safely. But we can at least sit down"

He took a step back and gestured Tom, Taylor and Melinda toward the nearest group of chairs and sofas. Michael was still across the room by the entrance to the library but when he saw that his father was having them sit down, he joined the group.

Melinda and Taylor sat on the sofa, on opposite ends, as if to stay as far apart as possible. Tom and Jeffrey sat in chairs facing the sofa. Michael pulled over one of the straight back chairs from the library table and positioned it next to Tom.
Jeffrey Brandon

Mid-morning Wednesday

Jeffrey cleared his throat and said, "Let's cut to the chase with this. You're all angry with one another but you have the rest of your lives to sort that out. You can spend eternity on anger and recriminations. What we have to concentrate on now is the kidnapping of Samantha. I think the best use of our time right now is for me to quickly update Tom on what's going on and then see where we stand with the arrangements for paying the ransom."
Jeffrey gave Tom a quick and concise overview of what had happened and where they stood. Tom asked a couple of questions that reassured Jeffrey that he was dealing with an intelligent insightful person. 

Jeffrey stood up and went over to where Serena and James Scanlon sat. Jimmy Scanlon was nowhere in sight.

"Where's your son?" Jeffrey asked.
James answered. "He said he had to take care of a phone call and cancel some appointments. He'll be back shortly." 

Jeffrey had a low-voiced conversation with the Scanlons, giving them an update on what was going to happen next. He brought them back to the group, and had them sit on another of the sofas.

Jeffrey then motioned to Ian McIntosh and Paul Travers to join the group. The two men picked up their laptops and straight-backed chairs and came over to sit with the others.

When the two men were settled, Jeffrey asked them, "Where do we stand with the ransom payment?"
Ian looked at Paul and Paul nodded. "We've finalized the arrangement with the Costa Rican bank to install the surveillance software on the initial account. The software will track the next transfer and the transfer data will have the surveillance code embedded in it. We'll be able to follow the ransom no matter how many transfers the kidnapper makes."
James Scanlon spoke up, interrupting the agent. "I've told you I don't care about the money. I only care about Samantha."

Jeffrey responded, his tone respectful but determined. "James, the only reason we're tracking the money is in case we don’t hear back from the kidnapper about Samantha's whereabouts. We can't just pay the ransom without trying to track down the kidnapper. The ransom is the only connection we have to the kidnapper and hence to Samantha."

James was silent for a moment, then nodded his head slowly, and said, "I see your point, Jeffrey. Forgive me, but all I can think about is our daughter." He reached out to squeeze Serena's hand.

Just then, the landline telephone on the library table rang, and everyone looked over to it. Jeffrey stood up and motioned to James to do the same. 

The two men walked over to the ringing phone, and Jeffrey said, "Remember what we discussed. Let it ring two more times, then answer it. We need let the tracing function start. .It's probably not the kidnapper but we can't take any chances."

The phone rang for the required number of rings, then James reached out and answered it with, "This is James Scanlon."

All eyes in the room were on James, as he nodded his head vigorously in Jeffrey's direction, then said, " I have the ransom ready to transfer to the account number you gave me. But I need to know that Samantha is all right before I do the transfer. I need to talk to my daughter."
James gestured helplessly toward Jeffrey, then said, "I see. I have to trust you." James listened intently to the voice at the other end of the line, then said, "I don't understand.  There was a pause and then James said slowly, "Can you repeat that please? What do you mean that I should wait on transferring the money? I have everything arranged with my banker and --." He broke off abruptly, once again listening intently.

"All right. Yes, I understand." Then James slowly hung up the phone and turned to face Jeffrey.
"He said there had been a change in plans. He doesn't want me to transfer the money. He says he wants the ransom in cash and will get back to me later with details on how he wants me to handle it. He wants it in cash -- $100 bills. He said he'd let us know tomorrow where to make the drop -- that's what he called it -- the drop."

He wouldn’t let me talk to Samantha. He said I had to trust him. He said once he had the money, he would let me know where to find Samantha."
Jeffrey said, "That's as I expected."  

Jeffrey went to stand next to Ian and Paul at the computers. "Well, forget about the wire transfer, guys. Now we have to figure out another way of tracing the kidnapper."

Jeffrey motioned to James to join him at the library table. Tom Richards and Michael Brandon also came over, soon followed by Serena Scanlon and the Davenport women. When everyone was seated around the table, Jeffrey had James repeat the kidnapper's words. 

Jeffrey sighed and said, "How quickly can we get together $10 million in cash?"

James said, "I can have it here this afternoon. Just let me call the president of the bank we use."

Jeffrey said, "Can you trust him not to call the authorities about this?" 

James nodded and said, "He's a close personal friend, in addition to being a business colleague. He'll do what I ask him to do."

"Okay, make the call," Jeffrey said.

Tom Richards cleared his throat and said, "I'd like to pay the ransom, if that's acceptable to you, Mr. Scanlon?"

James Scanlon looked at Tom Richards for a long moment, then said, "I understand your offer, but you must also understand that Samantha has been our daughter for 24 years, and this is something Serena and I need to do. Thank you for offering."

Jeffrey was surprised at the offer, not having any idea that Tom Richards had that kind of money.

James picked up the phone and called his banker. He walked away from the group around the library table and stood in a corner of the room, talking in a low voice as he explained what he needed and why. He made the arrangements to get $10 million dollars in $100 bills. As James had said, his banker friend had agreed to the transaction without questions or push back.

Jeffrey turned to Ian and Paul and said, "Well, take care of removing what you set up for the wire transfer." The men from Brandon Security began dismantling the elaborate arrangements they'd put in place to transfer the $10 million dollar price tag on Samantha Scanlon's life.
Taylor Davenport

Mid-morning Wednesday

Taylor sat straight-backed on the sofa, her head held high. Outwardly, she looked composed, self-contained. Inwardly, she was trembling. How could she have gotten to this point? How could she have done what she did 25 years ago? What right had she to take a child away from a father? She felt as though she wanted to start crying and never stop, in sorrow over her actions.

She glanced over to where Tom sat. His eyes were intent on the activity at the library table. She assessed what he looked like, how he had changed over the years. His dark wavy hair was much the same, worn longish, but with a sprinkling of silver at the temples. She couldn't see his eyes at the moment but earlier she'd seen that they were the same brilliant blue they'd always been. But she'd noticed a depth to them that gave his gaze a greater intensity. She could see faint lines around his eyes and grooves around his mouth, evidence that life hadn't been easy for him. She had the same telltale signs on her own face.
He was still lanky, and he'd grown a couple of inches since his teens. He had a presence that exuded from him, that was new. As a teenager, he'd been shy except with her. He'd had a quiet sense of humor that endeared him to their small circle of friends, and she wondered if he still knew how to laugh. 

She felt embarrassed about how much she knew about his life and his problems. She hoped no one ever found out that she'd followed his music career from day one. She'd read every tabloid and fan magazine article about him that she could get her hands on. Even during her days and nights of heavy drinking, she'd kept track of Tom Richards. Now, sitting here just feet away from him, she realized what an obsession he had been for her. But it was an obsession that she kept at a safe distance. She'd never once entertained the thought of trying to contact him. After what she had done to him, there was no way she ever wanted to face him again. She knew that her un-faced, unresolved feelings for Tom Richards and her guilt over the baby she'd given away were the reasons behind her alcoholism, never marrying, never having another child.
Closing her eyes so she wouldn't have to see Tom, she fought back the tears stinging behind her eyelids. She felt a warm hand in hers and her eyes flew open, wishing it were Tom. But it wasn't. He was still sitting across from her, eyes intent on the activity at the computers. It was Melinda holding her hand. Taylor looked at her mother's face, and the tears she was trying to hold back escaped her eyes. Melinda looked every year of her age. She was pale and drawn, and Taylor could see remorse and regret written all over her face, especially in her eyes.

Tom Richards

Mid-morning Wednesday

Tom stood up and walked over to talk to Jeffrey Brandon. "I have to head home, but I'll plan to come back first thing tomorrow for the ransom drop or sooner if anything happens," he told Jeffrey. He handed Jeffrey a business card and said, "Here are all my phone numbers -- please call me if there's any news." Expressionless, Tom Richards reached out a hand to Jeffrey and the two men silently shook hands.
Michael came up to the two men and said, "Dad, I'm Tom's ride home. But I'll stay in touch with you, and Tom and I'll be back tomorrow -- or sooner, if necessary."

Jeffrey clapped an arm around his son's shoulders and accompanied the two men out of the house. As they left, neither Tom nor Michael said anything to anyone else in the room. Jeffrey could understand his son not saying anything because he and Tom were the only ones he really knew, other than a nodding acquaintance with the two Brandon Security agents, Ian McIntosh and Paul Travers. He also understood Tom not saying anything to Taylor and Melinda. Richards had suffered an unfathomable loss at their hands, and Jeffrey was sure that Tom was still assimilating what he'd just learned about having a daughter and having that daughter in danger.
A few minutes later, Tom and Michael stood on the wrap-around veranda of the Scanlons' home. The air was cool but the sun was shining brightly -- the perfect Indian summer day.

"Well, buddy, sorry about this. What a rotten break!" Michael clapped a hand on Tom's shoulder.

The men walked down the brick steps and over to Michael's BMW. Tom usually enjoyed teasing his friend about this upscale yuppie ride but there was none of that this morning. 

Inside the car, Tom leaned his head back on the headrest and closed his eyes, trying to comprehend all that had happened this morning. What started out as another normal day in his quiet life had turned into a nightmare.

"Hang in there," Michael said, as he turned out of the long driveway onto the secondary road that would lead to the highway. "Do you want to talk about it?"

"No, but thanks," Tom said, his eyes still closed.

Michael turned on the CD player, and soft jazz filled the car. 

For a few minutes, neither of them said anything. Then Tom started talking.

"You know, I never would have thought Taylor was capable of deception like that. I'd expect it of her mother -- Melinda Davenport was a major wheeler-dealer, even 25 years ago. But for Taylor to go along with keeping this a secret -- I'm really blown away by that."

Tom was quiet for a moment, but Michael said nothing, thinking that if he kept quiet, his friend might continue to talk.

Tom said slowly, "Michael, I don't know what to do. I don't know how to fix this. You know what a fixer I am, and I can't figure out anything to do, especially when it comes to getting my daughter safely home. Actually, that's all I can concentrate on now. Just getting her away from the kidnapper and home where she belongs."

"You do know how good my Dad is, don't you?" Michael waited for Tom's answer. 

It came slowly and uncertainly. "Well, I guess so. Actually, not so much. Why don't you tell me about it?"

Michael smiled, glad of the opportunity to brag on his father, despite the circumstances. 

"Dad joined the Army right out of college and spent several tours in Viet Nam. He started out in the artillery, then moved into the Military Police. From there, he went into intelligence and that's the part of his background that he doesn't talk about -- probably can't talk about. Whatever he did over there, he evidently did well, based on the medals and commendations he received."

Michael stopped talking for a moment while he turned onto the ramp leading to the highway that would take them out to Tom's place.

"After his discharge, he came back to Rivermont. He and my Mom had divorced while he was in Viet Nam. I never knew exactly what happened between them and I never asked, but I'm assuming it was the same thing that happened to couples during wartime -- the separation, the fear, two different worlds, all that. He came back relatively unscathed by the war, according to him and my Mom. There was no posttraumatic stress syndrome, no difficulty adjusting to civilian life again. He was a good Dad, right from the start. I spent weekends with him and the whole summer. I loved spending time with him and I think he felt the same way. He was this larger-than-life person that I absolutely worshipped. And I guess I still do. I would do anything for him. I trust him with my life. I know how lucky I am to have a father like that."

"Yes, Michael, you were really lucky." Michael glanced at his friend, but Tom's eyes were still closed. Tom had told him he had grown up in an orphanage but that was about as much as he'd ever said about his early life.
Michael continued speaking. "He was on the Rivermont police force for a couple of years as a patrolman, got promoted to detective, then left to start Brandon Security. He's always been a little fuzzy, evasive actually, about how that all came about. From what I've been able to piece together, he wasn't happy on the police force. There may have been personality conflicts or philosophy contacts or whatever. I also have some suspicions that his intelligence contacts encouraged him to start the private security firm for their own rather devious reasons. I think they felt it would be advantageous to them to have a friendly private firm they could call on when necessary."
Michael honked his horn at a semi that pulled in front of him without signaling. The sound brought Tom upright and he looked over at his friend. 

"You know you should never irritate the 18-wheelers, don't you? They pretty much own the road," Tom said.

"Not my road, they don't!" Michael shot back.

Tom settled in the seat, head back, eyes closed, and said, "Finish your story."

"Anyway, over the years, Dad has been phenomenally successful. He plays his cards pretty close to his chest but from what I've been able to figure out, his company gets involved in international hot spots all over the world. Brandon Security is now considered one of the major kidnap and rescue firms, and certainly one of the firms with the best rescue record. That's why Melinda insisted that the Scanlons use Dad's firm rather than contacting the police or FBI."
Michael fell silent, thinking that Melinda Davenport wielded a lot of influence over the Scanlons even though Samantha was their adopted daughter. Melinda's personality and drive assured that she could easily be in a position of control. Michael glanced over at his friend, who still had his head back and eyes closed. What a rotten break for a really good guy. Mentally, Michael cleared his calendar and decided he'd stick close to Tom until this situation was resolved one way or another.

"Michael?" Tom said.

"Yeah?"

"What do you think ...Samantha's chances are?"

Michael noticed how Tom had hesitated as he said Samantha's name, as if it felt strange to say. "I think her chances are good. If anybody can get her back safely, it's my Dad. I trust him with my life and you should trust him with your daughter's life." Michael knew those words would reassure Tom, but he also knew that he meant them.
"So what are you going to do when I get you home?" Michael asked.

"I'm not sure. I've been thinking a lot about what I should do. I'm going to board Susie in a kennel until this is over so that I can be close to the Scanlon house and not have to worry about taking care of Susie. I'm going to stay in a hotel that's near to their home."

"You can stay with me, if you want. I'm not that close but I'm closer than you are."

"Thanks for the offer, Michael, but a hotel is a better option. I want to be free to come and go as I please."

"I understand. But I want to stay involved in this with you. You're one of my best friends, not to mention being my favorite, most interesting client."

The Kidnapper

Wednesday Afternoon

Avery St. John banged his fist on the small round table in the center of the cabin's combination living room / kitchen. Everything was set for the wire transfer. He knew it would work. Then at the last minute, his partner had changed the plans for the ransom. His partner had called and started ranting about how some computer program was going to trace the money and eventually would lead right back to them.
Avery had insisted that wasn't possible but his partner refused to listen. He'd instructed Avery to call the Scanlons and tell them he'd changed his mind. He was to tell them he wanted the $10 million in cash. He was to tell them he would call again on Thursday with instructions on where to leave the money.

And the kicker was that Avery knew his partner was right, knew that he had inside information that would prove 100% on-target.
Avery made the phone call as directed, then waited to hear back from his partner. Avery hated the guy. But that would all be taken care of. As soon as he had the ransom in hand, Avery planned to kill his partner, and take off with his trophy Samantha. 
Several years ago, he had bought a small ranch in Costa Rica and that's where he'd take her. She was his dream come true -- a beautiful, bright, talented woman who would be all his.
Avery got the making of sandwiches out of the cabin's small refrigerator and made sandwiches for Samantha and himself. He was still so angry with his partner that his hands shook slightly as he sliced a tomato. He stopped what he was doing, took several long, deep breaths to calm himself and dissipate his anger, then finished up the sandwiches.

He put one of the sandwiches on a paper plate and added a handful of potato chips. From the refrigerator he took a carton of milk and poured two glasses.

At first he thought he'd just take Samantha's sandwich in to her and then come back out here to eat his own sandwich. But the more he thought about it, the more he wanted to get started on his new life with Samantha right away.

He placed the plates of sandwiches on the round pine table that occupied the center of the room. He put a glass of milk beside each plate, then tore off paper towels to use as napkins.

Pleased with his arrangements, he opened the bedroom door and walked slowly into the room. Samantha was lying on the bed, eyes staring at him. He went over and bent down to remove the plastic handcuffs that tied her to the headboard. 

She looked up at him, a combination of fear and tears in her eyes. She was silent, not begging him to let her go, not screaming at him in anger, nothing, just those fearful eyes.
He leaned down and gently took her arm to help her off the bed. She looked questioningly up at him, but still didn't speak.

"We're going into the other room for a sandwich," he said in a soft voice. He guided her across the room, out the door and over to the table.
She stood there, leaning on him, as though afraid to try to stand without support. He supposed that she was feeling wobbly because she'd been confined to the bed for almost two days now, only getting up for bathroom breaks.

He pulled out one of the four captain's chairs that encircled the table and eased her down into it.

Then he sat down next to her, his eyes never leaving her. He didn't think she'd try to make a run for it or try to hurt him but he couldn't be sure. He'd been dosing her with Valium and that had seemed to calm her down. 

"Please...try your sandwich." He watched as she picked up one half of the sandwich and took a small bite. She placed it carefully back on the plate and picked up the milk. Holding the glass with both hands, she drank deeply, swallowing the whole glass in just a few gulps.

He began eating his own sandwich. He hadn't realized how hungry he was, and soon was done with the sandwich and chips. He sipped from the glass of milk, watching closely as Samantha nibbled at the sandwich. She didn't touch the chips but pointed at the milk glass and said softly and hesitantly, "May I have some more milk?" She spoke so quietly that at first he didn't know what she said. Then when he replayed the words in his mind, he understood their meaning.
It thrilled Avery to hear her speak to him in a semblance of a normal tone, even though it was barely audible. He knew he had a long way to go before he had tamed her and made her his own but it was only a matter of time.

He smiled at her and said, "Certainly." He picked up her glass and went over to the refrigerator, never taking his eyes off her. He didn't dare take a chance on her heading for the door.
He placed the glass of milk in front of her. She didn't look at him, just picked up the glass and began sipping the milk.

Avery sat down again, he eyes trained on her. Even after two days of captivity, she was still beautiful. Avery had known from the first moment he'd laid eyes on her that she was his angel, his destiny. 

His partner had told him what club she would be playing at that night and told him to go check her out. Avery had cavalierly agreed, having no idea of the extent to which his life was going to change.

He also had no idea what his partner had in mind at the time. Avery had done various muscle jobs for the man, but nothing like what his partner had proposed. 

This was going to be the big job --the one with enough money in it to walk away into some kind of new future. But the moment Avery first saw Samantha, she was all that he could think about. He now no longer cared about the ransom money. He only cared about keeping Samantha for himself. He didn't really need the money. He wasn't a big spender and over the years, he had managed to stash enough stolen, extorted or counterfeited cash away to keep him for life.

Right from the first sight of Samantha, Avery had known he was going to double-cross his partner. He'd try to get some of the ransom but that wasn't his first priority. His first concern was grabbing and keeping Samantha. She was going to belong to him and nothing could stop that.

Avery had no doubt that he would succeed in making Samantha his. He had confidence in his ability to reassure her and bring her to where he wanted her to be. In addition to his charm and knowledge of human personality manipulation, he had a supply of psychotropic drugs that would destroy her will to resist him and that would be all that he needed. 

So far she hadn't looked him in the eye. She'd kept her head down as she ate and as she spoke, when she asked him for another glass of milk. He thought perhaps he'd given her bit too much of the tranquilizer because she still seemed rather out of it. He decided he'd hold off on the next dose for awhile.

Avery sat looking at her out of the corner of his eye so she wouldn't see that he was staring at her. He was delighted to have her here, right next to him.

He would try this more often, rather than leaving her handcuffed to the bed all the time. Of course, when he went out, he would have to confine her again. But when he was here in the cabin, he would have her here with him.

He felt a thrill of pleasure run down his spine as he thought of spending time with her. He would conduct his seduction and possession of her slowly and carefully. She wouldn't have a chance against him.

"My, dear, I know that you're an adopted child. I'm curious  -- have you ever tried to find your birth parents?"

For a moment, Avery wondered if Samantha had heard him. He was about to repeat his question when, Samantha slowly started to speak.
"How do you know I'm adopted?" Her voice was soft as she asked the question and she didn't look at him but stared down at her partially eaten sandwich.

"My dear, you would be surprised at all I know about you. Now, why don't you tell me if you've ever been curious about your birth parents."

Samantha continued to stare down at her plate, but answered. Her voice was low and slow and her words sounded flat and lifeless. "Actually, I just started trying to find them."

"Ahhh," Avery drew out the sound and gave a half-smile as he did so. "Perhaps I can be of some assistance there," he said. "But... let's leave that for another time."
Samantha looked up at him, as though to pursue his words but then bowed her head again, losing what little spirit she'd shown.

Avery helped Samantha back to the bedroom and onto the bed. She looked up at him with pleading eyes when he handcuffed her to the bedpost again but she didn't speak.

"I'm so sorry to do this," he said to the back of her head. She had turned her face away from him, as though refusing to look at him. He continued, "Soon, I'll be able to let you be free but not just yet."

He stood by the bed, looking down at her. She was a treasure, he thought. He walked slowly out of the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

Samantha

Wednesday Afternoon

Samantha lay motionless, not sure whether the man had really left the room or was still watching her. She was surprised at her paranoia, not a trait she usually possessed. But this was no a usual situation.

She had hoped to fool him into carelessness with her pretense at weakness, but he hadn't fallen for her act. She should have known better – he was much too clever.

Samantha tried to pull herself back from the edge of terror. She needed to keep her wits about her. That was the only way she was going to have a chance of getting herself out of this mess.

She wondered what he'd meant about being able to help her find her birth parents. Did he really know anything or was it just a game he was playing with her?

She lay there, breathing deeply, thinking about the possibilities. She wished the barking dog would come back. The dog had made her feel there was something there in the outer world.

She thought it was afternoon but couldn't be sure. The shutters were closed here in the bedroom and the man had also had them closed in the main room of the cabin. The faint light that filtered through the shutters looked sunny. And he had fed her sandwiches, which she considered lunch.

She tried to think about how long she'd been here. Two nights, she thought. Monday night was when he grabbed her, and then there was last night and that would have been Tuesday. So now it was afternoon on Wednesday. Her parents must be going crazy over her kidnapping. She wondered whether her brother Jimmy knew about it. Over the past few years, he'd not been as close to their parents as she was, and he certainly wasn't very close to her. She wasn't sure why or what had happened. But even as children, they hadn't been close. He was four years older than she, and somehow that age difference had been enough so that each of them had separate and disconnected childhoods.

She had been closer to their parents than Jimmy was. She'd thought that was a male thing. Maybe daughters were more able to be close to parents than sons. 

She put these thoughts aside. She needed to use her mind to try to figure out a way to escape. She knew that the kidnapper was not going to let her go when the ransom was paid. She knew he planned to keep her a prisoner, and she had to do whatever she could to make sure that didn't happen.

Tom Richards

Wednesday Afternoon

Tom invited Michael to come in for a few minutes as he was getting out of Michael's car back at the cabin but Michael said he had to get back to the office and take care of a few things.

"Call me if you hear anything. And let me know when you're going to head back to the Scanlons and I'll come with you."

"Michael, I appreciate your concern but you don't have to go back to the Scanlons," Tom said.

"I know I don't have to. I want to. You're my friend and my favorite client and that's the way it is." 

Michael drove off in a cloud of dust, the wheels of the BMW spinning on the gravel road.

Tom opened the front door and was met by an excited Susie, who jumped up on him in greeting. She barked and began running around in circles.
"You want to go for a run, girl?" Tom asked, knowing the answer before he asked the question.

The two of them walked down the porch steps together, then Susie took off at a trot down the gravel road. Tom followed after her, at a fast pace in an attempt to keep up with her. She would run a bit, then turn back toward him. She kept doing this and Tom wondered what was up. This wasn't something he'd seen her do before.
"What is it, Suse? What's wrong?" 

Her response to his question was an outburst of barking. She trotted off down the road again, and Tom realized that she was trying to get him to follow her. It was still early afternoon, and he didn't have any plans other than calling James Scanlon later on to see what was going on. He decided to follow Susie and see what she was up to.
The sunlight shone, warming the otherwise cool October air. Under normal circumstances, he loved it out here in the country, away from the noise and hurly-burly of the city. But at the moment he was so enraged by what Taylor had done that he couldn't think about anything but his anger toward Taylor and his fear for Samantha. As he trotted after Susie, he didn't even notice the soft melodies of the wood, the sounds of birds and the wind in the treetops that usually gave him a sense of peace. 

"Susie!" he called after the dog. She'd gotten far enough ahead of him that he could barely see her off in the distance. The dog turned around and came halfway back, then stood barking in the middle of the road waiting for him.

"This better be worth my time, girl," Tom shouted toward the dog.

He felt the vibration of his cell phone in his left pants pocket. He took it out and saw that it was Jeffrey Brandon.

"Yes?" Tom answered in a tense voice.

"Richards? This is Jeffrey Brandon."

"Yes?" Tom repeated.

"I wanted to let you know that the kidnapper called again. He's got the ransom drop scheduled for 10 a.m. tomorrow morning. He's going to call us tomorrow at nine to tell us where to go. Our plan is to --"

Tom interrupted. "I'm going to deliver the ransom money." His voice was firm and uninflected and left no room for disagreement.
"No, you're not," Jeffrey responded in an equally firm voice. 

"Brandon, this is non-negotiable. She's my daughter. She's been kept a secret from me for 25 years, and I'm now claiming my right as her birth father."

There was a long silence at the other end of the line. Then Jeffrey said, "All right. I understand where you're coming from. The plan was for my two agents, Ian and Paul, to deliver the money. You can replace one of them."
"What time do you want me there?"  Tom asked.

"Eight a.m. would be good. That way you'll be there in plenty of time before we hear from the kidnapper at nine. I do need to tell you something. I'll have to talk with the Scanlons and the Davenport women to see if they're all right with you being part of the ransom drop. I had told them it would be Ian and Paul."

"Well," Tom said slowly and deliberately, "no matter what they say, I'm doing it." He heard a snort at the other end of the line and wondered whether Brandon was laughing or disagreeing. He was doing this and they would just have to accept that.
"I'll see you at eight tomorrow morning," Jeffrey said brusquely and hung up.

Tom flipped his phone shut and rubbed a hand over his eyes. Part of him was surprised at his adamancy at delivering the money. But another part was certain that this was the exact right thing for him to do, and nothing anyone said or did was going to dissuade him. He shoved the phone back in his pants pocket and took off down the road to find Susie. She'd disappeared from sight while he was on the phone.
"Susie, where are you girl?" he shouted. He didn't hear an answering bark, her usual response when he called her. Tom jogged down the gravel road, looking from side to side to see if Susie had gone into the woods to chase a rabbit or a squirrel, her favorite pastimes. But there was no sign of her. As Tom jogged along, calling Susie's name every few minutes, he realized that he'd gone past the farthest point he and Susie had ever gone on this road. He wasn't sure where he was, other than somewhere in the 10 thousand-acre nature preserve that surrounded his property. 
He was starting to get worried about Susie now. She was usually well-behaved and came when she was called. This was not like her at all. He hoped that she hadn't run in to the wild coyotes that hung out in the nature preserve. Susie would first try to make friends with them and then, when that didn't work, she'd go on the offensive.

He finally stopped jogging and stood still in the middle of the road for a few moments. Deciding to go back to the cabin and get his pick-up, he turned around and started back the way he came. But then he stopped again, listening. He thought he heard a bark. Yes, there it was again. Turning back in the direction Susie had gone, he took a few steps, then called her name again. This time his voice was met by an answering bark, then in a moment, Susie appeared far down the road.

Tom yelled, "Come on, girl, time to go home."

Susie bounded up the road and into Tom's waiting arms. "What was that all about?" he asked the panting dog.

Susie licked his cheek, then ruffed. Tom gently set the Sheltie down on the road and said, "Home, girl." But Susie ruffed again and looked up at him, her head cocked slightly to one side, as if to say, but I have a different idea.

Tom shook his head at the dog and started walking toward home. Susie barked, and he turned around to look at her. She was sitting in the middle of the road, head high, a quizzical expression in her eyes.

Come on, girl, it's been a long day for me. I'm tired and I want to chill out. We can sit on the porch and veg."

Susie gave what sounded like one last but defeated bark and trotted toward Tom, abandoning thought of whatever adventure had her so riled up.

Back at the cabin, Tom put out a fresh bowl of water in Susie's feeding area, and gave her some of her favorite treats, chew bits. First, she played soccer with them, then curled up on the hearth rug to chew them down to nothing.
Tom put an Ahmad Jamal CD in the player and stretched out on the sofa in the living room, intending to go over the day's happenings. Instead, he fell into a light sleep. An hour later, he was jerked awake by the ringing of his phone. He sat up abruptly, unsure where he was or what time it was. By the time he reached the phone on the other side of the room, the call had gone to voice mail.
"Hey, Tom, it's me Michael. Are you there? If you're there, pick up."

Tom clicked off the answering machine and reached for the phone.

"Hey, buddy, what's up?"
"Back at you," Michael answered. "I just talked to my Dad, and he said something about you insisting on delivering the ransom tomorrow morning. What's up with that?"

Tom said, "It just seems like something I have to do -- for my daughter. It may be a dumb-ass idea but it is what it is -- something I have to do. Your Dad seemed okay with it when I talked to him earlier."

"Yeah, I guess he understands." Michael paused, then asked, "You want some company this evening. We could go grab a bite somewhere."
"Nah," Tom answered. "I'm pretty wiped out. In fact, I fell asleep on the sofa. That's why it took me so long to answer the phone. I spent over an hour out chasing Susie. She ran off somewhere, and I thought I'd never find her. But she finally came back, Anyway, I'll see you at the Scanlons. Your Dad told me to be there at 8 so 8 it is."

He heard Michael laugh at the other end of the line. Then Michael said, "That's Dad for you. See ya."

Jeffrey Brandon

Thursday Morning

Jeffrey arrived at the Scanlons at 7 a.m. Ian and Paul had spent the night stretched out on the couches in the

library. Melinda and Taylor Davenport had also once again spent the night, in the first floor guest room. The two women agents got there soon after Jeffrey, and they went straight to the kitchen to brew coffee to accompany the assorted bagels, doughnuts and Danish they'd picked up at a bakery on their way here. Jeffrey smiled to himself in satisfaction at their actions, thinking, "I sure know how to pick employees."

At just before eight, James and Serena Scanlon came into the kitchen. They both looked awful, tired, wrung out and years older than a few days before. They sat on high-backed stools at the breakfast bar in the center of the over-sized kitchen, coffee and bagels in front of them. But Jeffrey noticed that neither of them took more than a bite or two. I'd have trouble eating, too, Jeffrey thought, if one of my kids was missing.
Jeffrey came to over to stand next to where they sat, and said, "Nothing happened last night. No further word from the kidnapper. I told you about Tom Richards' insistence on being there when we drop the ransom. I can't fault him for that. He's had a tremendous shock. And she is his daughter also.

James spoke, without raising his head. "I understand it. I don't agree with it but I understand it. I just want you to make sure Richards doesn't do anything that will jeopardize Samantha's life or us getting her back safely."

"Definitely," Jeffrey responded. "I wouldn't let him go along if I thought there was any danger of him jeopardizing anything. But this is a straightforward dropping of ransom. Or at least that's what I'm assuming. I'm hoping that when the kidnapper calls this morning with instructions on where to leave the money, he won't have us doing any funny stuff or jumping through hoops. But you never know."

Jeffrey poured a cup of coffee and picked up one of the cheese Danish that were his favorite. He stood by a set of French doors that looked out onto the patio, similar to the ones in the library. It was a gray, damp morning, not bright and sunny like yesterday. Earlier there had been a light rain falling. Someone had lit the gas log fireplace in one corner of the kitchen, and it gave off a warmth that felt good. 
Jeffrey turned to Karen, the older of the two women agents and asked her to bring the coffee and food into the library.

"We need to be ready to take the call when it comes." As he spoke, the doorbell rang and Karen said she'd get it.

Moments later, Tom Richards and Michael Brandon came into the kitchen.

"You're early," Jeffrey said, looking up at the clock on the wall showing 7:30 a.m. "I didn't expect you until eight o'clock."

Tom shrugged and said, "It's hard to sleep with something like this going on."

Michael chimed in with, "Same for me. So what's going on, Dad?"

"We were just about to move back into the library. Would you guys give Karen a hand with the coffee and food, please?"

 A few minutes later, everyone had settled into the library, all seated around the long table, including Melinda and Taylor Davenport, who'd evidently also been up for awhile.

Jeffrey looked around the table and then said, "James' banker, Cal Deadham, should be here shortly with the money. Deadham and one of his associates are packing it in a duffel bag. He says it's going to be quite heavy and unwieldy. According to him, $10 million dollars in cash takes up a remarkable amount of space. He said it's going to take at least two men to move it anywhere so Tom, I guess it's a good thing you're going along with Ian and Paul."

Taylor's attention was caught by Jeffrey's last remark. She looked at Jeffrey not Tom when she spoke. "What do you mean Tom's going along. Why would you let him do that? He's not trained for anything like that."

Tom spoke up, interrupting Jeffrey's attempt to deflect Taylor's attack on Tom. Tom spoke directly to Taylor as though the two of them were alone in the room and as though it had only been a day since they'd last been together, not 25 years.

"Samantha is my daughter -- I have to do something."

Taylor lowered her eyes and didn't say anything else.

James' cell phone rang, and he stood up and moved across the room to answer it. He talked softly and indistinctly for several minutes, then flipped the phone shut and put it back in his pocket.

He came back over to where Jeffrey sat and said, "That was Cal. He and an associate are on their way and should be here shortly. He wants us to have the garage door open so he can pull in there. He's really paranoid about this money. When I talked to him early this morning, he was bound and determined to deliver the money in an armored truck with armed guards, for God's sake."

"Can you do that or do you want me to? The open garage door, I mean," Jeffrey asked.

"Certainly," James said. "I'll go open it now. They can come directly into the house from the garage without going outside. Cal wants us to help them transfer the money from his car to whatever vehicle we're going to use for the --" James stopped as if he couldn't bear to say the word "drop." He continued with, "whatever vehicle we're going to use to deliver the money."

James left the library, with Jeffrey following close behind. They went through the kitchen, through the laundry room, down another hall, until they reached the door leading to the garage. Inside the garage, just by the door, was the switch for the automatic garage door opener. As James opened the door, he turned on the several banks of overhead fluorescent lights, then walked down the two steps leading into the oversized garage, Jeffrey close on his heels. 

Jeffrey was surprised at the size of the garage, which was illuminated by row after row of overhead lights. He estimated that it was large enough to accommodate at least six vehicles. At the moment, only one vehicle was parked there, a highly polished black extended version of the Lincoln Navigator. Evidently, this would be what they used to deliver the money. Jeffrey heard a sound behind him and turned around to see Tom Richards silhouetted in the doorway leading to the garage.
"He's really taking this situation seriously," Jeffrey thought. He felt slightly awkward here with these two men who had different but still similar paternal connections to Samantha. 

Tom descended the steps and stopped a few feet away from James and Jeffrey. No one spoke. The three men stood looking out the open garage door, one of three double-sized doors. A light wind brought the cool, dampish October air into the garage.

Off in the distance, Jeffrey heard the low growl of a car engine. Soon, a black Jeep Cherokee wound its way up the driveway, bypassing the circular drive at the front entrance of the house and coming around to the back. The Jeep slid into one of the five empty spaces. 

At the first sound of the car engine, James had gone back to garage door switch and stood there waiting. As soon as the Jeep was completely inside, James pressed the switch and the garage door slid closed.

Cal Deadham, James' banker friend, sat for a minute in the Jeep's passenger seat and then got out.. He was a tall, lanky man in his sixties, and it took a moment for him to maneuver his long legs out of the vehicle. He stood by the right front fender, looking at James and the other two men. 
Walking toward James, he extended his hand and the two men shook hands. James pointed toward Jeffrey and introduced him as Jeffrey Brandon, the head of Brandon Security. Jeffrey took a few steps and shook Cal's hand, nodding but not speaking. James then nodded at Tom and introduced him simply as Tom Richards, with no identifying sentence. Tom also shook Cal's hand, then stepped back, as if to let the experts take the next steps. Cal's associate, a young, crew-cut man, got out of the Jeep and closed the driver's door almost silently.

Cal looked from one man to another and Jeffrey knew the words he wanted to say but didn't. "All right, James, it's time to tell me what the hell is going on here."

James took Cal off to one side and they spoke in low voices for a few minutes. Finally, Cal shook his head, and the two men rejoined Jeffrey, Tom and Cal's young associate.

Jeffrey took charge of the situation, asking James for the keys to the Navigator. James went over to a brass key rack mounted adjacent to the garage door opener and lifted a key and a remote opener from a hook. He handed the key ring to Jeffrey who pressed a button on the remote.  They heard an answering chirp sounding from the Navigator.

Cal motioned his associate to join them and introduced him as Patrick but didn't bother to include a last name. Jeffrey walked to the rear of the Navigator and lifted the hatchback. Patrick quickly scuttled to the back of the Jeep to do the same. Tom came over to where Patrick stood at the back of the Jeep and offered to help maneuver the duffle bag out of the Jeep and into the back of Navigator. In a grateful voice, Patrick said yes to Tom's offer. The two men tugged and pulled and pushed and shoved until finally they had the bag out of Jeep and down on the floor of the garage. Then working in tandem, they pushed and shoved the bag across the concrete until they reached the Navigator. 

This time it took Jeffrey, Patrick and Tom to lift the bag into the back of the Navigator.

Jeffrey stood there shaking his head. "How are we ever going to get this bag anywhere? It's too damn big and unwieldy."
Can said, "Well, that's what $10 million dollars in 100 dollar bills weighs."

Jeffrey looked around the walls of the garage, and then his eyes lit up when they landed on something hanging on the far wall. He walked quickly across the garage toward the opposite wall. He reached up and lifted down a reinforced steel dolly, one of the largest and sturdiest made. He thought to himself, "Leave it to James Scanlon to have nothing but the best -- and thank goodness for that."
Jeffrey wheeled the dolly over to the Navigator. He motioned to Tom to come closer and demonstrated the switch on the dolly that transformed it into a horizontal position. Then he hefted the dolly into the Navigator, next to the duffel.

Cal and James stood off to one side again, engaged in a low conversation that Jeffrey could only hear bits and pieces of. But he was able to figure out what the two men were talking about.

Cal was reading the riot act to his friend and business associate about the situation. Being a dyed-in-the-wool banker all his life, Cal was vehemently against the course of action James Scanlon was taking. Jeffrey heard Cal say the words police and FBI several times. He also thought he heard the words "cluster fuck" but couldn't believe the buttoned-down banker could have actually uttered that obscenity. 
James was talking in a low, steady and seemingly persuasive tone and as they finished their conversation, Cal seemed to be reluctantly accepting what James was doing.

James clapped Cal on the shoulder, then extended his hand to the man, saying a loud "Thanks." at the same time.

Cal called out for Patrick and said, "Let's go, son," finally revealing the identity of his associate. Clever man, thought Jeffrey, to make sure he only involved someone whose silence he probably owned. Cal and Patrick Deadham got back into the Jeep without another word to any of the men in the garage.
This time Patrick was in the driver seat. When he started the Jeep, James hurried over to the garage door switch to open the door. Patrick backed the Jeep out of the garage and turned around in the large concrete area that in front of the garage doors. Without a backward look or wave, the two men in the Jeep drove off, and James quickly shut the garage door. For a few moments, none of the three men spoke. Then Jeffrey went over and slammed the back door of the Navigator.
"Let's go back inside," he said to James and Tom.

Jeffrey looked at his watch and saw that it was just 8 a.m. That meant they had two hours to wait until the kidnapper's appointed time to call.

The next two hours were going to crawl, Jeffrey thought. He knew that no matter what they did, time was going to drag by.
Everyone was gathered in the library, together but separate, mostly not speaking, either reading the newspaper or magazines or watching CNN on the large screen TV in one corner of the room. The sound on the TV was turned down low so that you had to be up close by to hear the newscaster.

At about 9 a.m., Taylor stood up and announced to the room at large and to no one in particular. "I'm going for a walk around the grounds."  She went out through one of the sets of French doors that led onto the patio. 

A moment later, without saying anything to anyone, Tom Richards went out behind her. 

Jeffrey thought, I'd like to overhear what they say to each other. Then, he thought, no, I wouldn't. That's going to be one sad, heartbreaking conversation.

Tom Richards

Thursday Morning

"Taylor, wait up," Tom called after Taylor. She was walking briskly down a path that led towards the wooded area that stretched across the back of the Scanlon estate. 
Taylor's shoulders went rigid, but she didn't stop walking, didn't hesitate.

Tom walked faster and caught up with her at the edge of the woods. "Taylor, we have to talk. You know we do"

She started to take the path that led through the woods, but Tom reached out a hand and took hold of her arm, following along closely beside her. He said, "Please stop."
She stopped walking. Her shoulders sagged and her head was down. Finally she spoke in a low, hoarse voice.
"Tom, I don't want to talk to you. I don't have anything to say to you."

"Well, that's too damn bad," Tom said, "because I sure as hell have plenty to say to you."

Taylor Davenport

Thursday Morning

Taylor flinched at his anger. She knew she deserved it but that didn't make it any easier to take. 
She was still reeling from the shock of learning that her mother had known all these years where her baby was. She realized that Tom's shock was an even greater one. He'd had no idea that he had a child. He'd had no idea why she left him, why she refused to speak to him again. It had been the hardest thing she'd ever done. She'd been convinced at the time that she was doing the absolutely right thing. Now looking back, she was no longer sure. She was now beginning to feel that perhaps it had been an incredibly cruel and thoughtless thing.
She'd never talked to anyone about what she was doing, cutting things off with Tom, not her mother, or Lee or Marla. She just did it. She had refused to mention Tom's name and if anyone tried to talk to her about him, she'd cut them off. Eventually, much to her relief, everyone had stopped talking about Tom. Somehow she'd finally reached a point where she could wall him off in her mind so that she could stop thinking about him. The alcohol had helped considerably with that, and years of therapy had shown her that her attempt to escape from her broken heart had been the main reason for her drinking.
Standing in the cool morning air at the edge of the woods, Taylor stopped the avoiding she'd been doing for 25 years. She looked up into Tom Richards' face and accepted the fact that she'd never stopped loving him. She'd ruined her life and some part of his and all from stupidity and a misguided sense of nobleness. She felt her heart crumbling into pieces, and she knew the tears were coming.

She wanted to turn away. She didn't want to see the hatred and anger in Tom's face. She didn't was him to see the tears on her face.. But as she looked into his eyes, she didn't see hatred and anger. She saw hurt and confusion.

They stood looking at one another in silence. She tried to think of words to say but they wouldn't come. Tears slowly trickled down her cheek, and she made no attempt to brush them away. They felt right. They felt cleansing. A sense of satisfaction ran through her as she realized that her tears were not ones of self-pity but of sorrow for all that had gone before. Sorrow for all the heartache and heartbreak she'd inadvertently caused. She didn't hate herself for what she'd done. She just regretted like hell all the bad results of her ill-advised actions.

As she stood there, she knew now what to say and how to say it. She hoped that somewhere in Tom would be the capacity to hear and understand her words.

She reached up a hand to brush away the tears on her cheeks, then said slowly and softly, "Tom, you're right, we do need to talk. Mostly, I need to tell you how very sorry I am for all that I've done to you, for all the hurt I've caused you."

She took a deep breath, and then continued. "I know it doesn't help to say that I thought I was doing the right thing, but that's exactly what I thought. I didn't tell you about the baby because I didn't want to tie you down with a family. I wanted you to have a chance at your music. It isn't like I was trying to be noble or a saint or anything. I just loved you so much that I only wanted the best for you. My big mistake was not letting you make your own choices. I was presumptuous enough to think that I knew what you wanted, that I knew what was best for you. And that was wrong. You had a right to know about your baby. You had a right to decide whether you wanted that baby in your life."

Tom Richards

Thursday Morning

Taylor's words felt like steel-tipped arrows piercing his heart. He'd had no idea. Twenty-five years ago, he'd tried desperately to contact Taylor. He'd kept up his efforts for months, almost a year actually, but never with any success. Her mother refused to tell him anything about her, and her friends were in the dark as much as he was. It was as though Taylor had disappeared off the face of the earth, and the one person who could shed any light on her whereabouts wouldn't talk to him.

There had come a day, more than a year after Taylor had vanished, when Tom admitted defeat. He gave up trying to find Taylor. He concentrated on his music and put all the hurt and longing about Taylor into the songs that he wrote. Those songs had come from his heart, and the music-buying public had recognized their honesty and genuineness with their wallets.
Tom's songs had been the reason for the success of the Kingsmen. The other guys in the band were talented but not like Tom. He was special, and his band mates and fans recognized that. Fortunately, the other members of the band respected Tom and appreciated the success he brought to them. Unfortunately, as they grew more and more successful, they fell into the drinking and drugging habits so prevalent in the music industry.

Tom's particular downfall was alcohol, rather than drugs. He'd never been able to take the risk of using substances he didn't understand and couldn't trust. Alcohol he could trust. He knew what its effects would be, and he knew he probably wouldn't die from an overdose.

The band members had supported and sustained one another's addictions and managed to survive one way or another for 10 exceedingly successful years. They were based in southern California, in the San Diego area and  were part of the rock music community there. 
Then, seemingly all at once, things began to unravel. The Kingsmen keyboardist overdosed and died. That was a wake-up call but not a strong enough one. The band replaced the keyboardist with another druggie who fit right in to the band's habits, but not into the band's music.

The newbie keyboardist insisted on playing in his own style and tried to foist songs he'd written on the band. That didn't go over well with the other band members or with their fans. Soon, their popularity began to decline and a year later, their recording label dropped them.

After that, the band just slowly faded away. There was no break-up, just no longer a band.

Tom, the orphan who'd been poor all his life, had been super prudent with the millions of dollars his music had earned him. Right when the money had begun to roll in, he had turned his finances over to a money manager and was lucky enough to find an honest one.

His fellow band members weren't so far-sighted. They'd run through their money. Over the years, Tom had bailed a couple of them out of serious debt but knew he couldn't continue that without destroying his own financial security.
Tom took refuge in the California mountains where he could isolate himself from the world. He lived alone for years, seeing only his lawyer and friend, Michael Brandon, and a couple of like-minded hermits.
Then four years ago, something drove Tom to move back to Missouri where he'd grown up. 

Now, with Taylor standing inches away, the tears trickling down her cheeks, Tom felt like his 8-year-old self all over again. He wanted to take her in his arms and tell her everything would be all right and to please not cry, and he would take care of her.

Despite the other women in his life, he'd never stopped loving Taylor, although he tried to hide that fact from himself.

He didn't know what to do now. He knew he should probably be angry but that wasn't what he felt. He just felt sad and bereft and terribly worried about a young woman he'd never met.

He reached out a hand and laid it gently on Taylor's shoulder. Softly he said, "Please don't cry. You know that won't help. For now, let's go back inside and see if there's anything we can do to help get --" he paused, then continued with,-- "to help get Samantha back where she belongs."

Taylor nodded and brushed away the tears. She turned back toward the house and Tom followed behind her. As they walked back, Tom said, "You know we still need to talk but this isn't the time or place. We'll save it till later, when Samantha is back home."

Taylor Davenport

Thursday Morning

Taylor thought how normal it sounded for Tom to say the girl's name to her, a girl they'd never met and about whom they knew very little. Later, God willing, there would be time to get to know her and for them to get to know one another again.
Taylor knew in her heart that Tom still loved her, just as she still loved him. What a miracle that was, after all this time and after all she'd done.

She didn't know what the future would hold for Tom and Samantha and her. But whatever it was, she was ready. For now, she needed to concentrate all her energy and prayers on the safe return of Samantha 
Scanlon.

Jeffrey Brandon

Thursday Morning

Out of the corner of his eye, Jeffrey saw Taylor Davenport come in through the French doors, with Tom Richards right behind her. He could tell by Taylor's teary eyes and streaked cheeks that she'd been crying.

He wondered what lay ahead for them. He put all thought of that aside and turned his attention back to the matter at hand. It was 9 o'clock, which meant they still had an hour before the time the kidnapper said he would call to arrange the drop of the ransom money.

The group was quiet, lost in their own thoughts. Tom Richards took a seat at the far end of the library table and as he sat down, he asked if anything had happened. Taylor paused on the way to join her mother to hear the answer.

Jeffrey answered them both, saying, "All's quiet so far. The kidnapper said yesterday he'd call at 10 this morning to tell us where to take the ransom. But I suppose he could call at any time, just to catch us off guard."

Jeffrey heard noises out in the hall and looked toward the library entryway. Jimmy Scanlon came through the doorway, frowning and red-faced. His parents trailed behind him, upset evident in their expressions.

Jeffrey walked toward them, asking, "What's up? Is something wrong?"

"You can say that again," Jimmy said, anger in his tone.

"What's going on?" Jeffrey asked of James Scanlon, hoping that the father would be more reasonable than the son.

"Jimmy is insisting on delivering the ransom, on his own, alone. He won't take no for an answer," James answered. 

Jeffrey looked first at Jimmy, then at James, then back again at Jimmy. "Why?" he asked Jimmy.

"Samantha is my little sister. I want to do this for her. We were really close growing up, both being adopted and all. I took care of her then, and I'm going to take care of her now." His voice still had anger in it, in addition to a no-nonsense determination.

"Jimmy, that's all well and good but it's not possible. In the first place, this is a two-man job. That bag of money is unbelievably heavy. Even with your Dad's dolly, it's an impossible job for one person." Jeffrey spoke quietly and reasonably, hoping to defuse Jimmy Scanlon's obvious anger.

Tom Richards stood up and walked over to where Jeffrey stood with the Scanlons. "Excuse me for interrupting. I couldn't help but overhear your conversation."

He turned toward Jimmy Scanlon and spoke directly to him. "I understand what you're saying. I'm planning on being part of the money drop also. It's something I have to do so I know how you feel." Tom then turned to face Jeffrey, and said, "Is there any reason why Mr. Scanlon can't come with us?"

At first, Jeffrey said nothing, trying to decide what to say and do. Finally, he shook his head slowly, and said, "Well, I don't suppose there would be a problem with that. You both have to agree to do exactly as I say. This is my bailiwick, and I won't tolerate any interference from either of you."

James Scanlon spoke up, addressing the group at large. "Thank you, Jeffrey. I appreciate your willingness to let Jimmy be involved. I wish I could do it myself, but..." his voice trailed off, the unspoken words reverberating in the room. Everyone there had been made aware that for two years James had been suffering from a severe heart condition, so severe that he'd had a pacemaker installed a year ago, took daily medication for the condition, and had mostly taken himself away from the day to day workings of the Scanlon family business, leaving the reins in Jimmy's hands.

Jimmy reached out and laid his hand on his Dad's arm. "Thanks, Dad," he said in a low voice. Then in a louder voice, he said to Jeffrey, "You won't regret this -- I'll do exactly as you say."

Kate Cunningham

Wednesday Morning

Kate heard the alarm but ignored it, burying her head under the pillows. She and Jimmy had been out late last night, at one of the new downtown clubs close to Jimmy's loft apartment. She'd had too much to drink and was feeling hung over. She had a class in half an hour, and she knew she wasn't going to make it. She reached out an arm to silence the alarm and then burrowed into the covers. 

Jimmy had come up to her apartment last night and they'd made love. She'd wanted him to stay over but so far he hadn't been willing to do that. She sensed that he was a private person, and she supposed that was why he refused to sleep here. When she'd gone to his loft, he'd always insisted on getting up and taking her back to her apartment on campus.
It would just take time, she had told herself. She'd fallen hard for Jimmy. For her, it had been love at first sight. She wasn't sure whether it had been the same for him and didn't want to ask in case she didn't like the answer.

So far Jimmy had declined her invitations to come to her parents' home for dinner. He'd said that he was so busy at his family's business that he wanted to spend any free time he could eke out alone with her. He didn't want to share their time with anyone. Kate thought that was romantic so she didn't push the subject. But she knew her parents, and her Mom especially, were going to insist that she bring Jimmy home to meet them. They were old-fashioned that way, and they were also leery of her dating history after Max Traynor.
Jimmy was almost 28 to her 22, and she knew her Mom might think that was too much of an age difference, even though Dad was six years older than Mom. Jimmy was the handsomest guy she'd ever dated, plus being sophisticated and well-dressed. She knew he had to dress well for his job in real estate development but even in casual clothes, he looked like a male model in a men's magazine.
Jimmy rarely even mentioned his family and never volunteered any information. What little she knew was because she had dragged the answers out of him. She knew he had a sister and that both he and his sister were adopted, which Kate thought was wonderfully touching and which Jimmy characterized as no big fucking deal!
Without telling Jimmy what she was up to, she'd researched his family on the Internet and at the Rivermont University Library.  It turned out that the library had a great deal of information about the Scanlon family. Since the early 1900s, the Scanlon Foundation had been one a major supporter of the university, resulting in a fair amount of publicity surrounding the foundation donations.

Jimmy drove a new red Mustang convertible and seemed to have an unlimited supply of cash to spend on their dates. She liked that. With the college boys she usually dated, they usually went to inexpensive corner bars and went Dutch. Not that money was overwhelmingly important to her. It was just nice to do the fancy things.

At ten, Kate woke again, stretched and yawned, and tried to decide whether to get up and try to make it to her eleven o'clock or to stay in bed. Her next class was geology, which she loved, so she decided to grab a quick shower and hurry across campus to the sciences building.

Just as she was about to step in the shower, she heard her cell phone ring in the other room. The ring tone told her it was Jimmy -- she'd set his special ring as Law and Order -- the one TV show he was obsessed with. By the time she reached the phone in the living room, the ringing had stopped. The phone chirped at her with the notifying sound that told her she had a voice mail message.

She listened to the message, grinning at Jimmy's cheery voice. "Hey, sweetcakes, it's me. I wanted to let you know that I'm going to be out of pocket for the next few days. A big business deal has come up so I have to give all my attention to it. I'll be back in touch as soon as things are wrapped up. See ya."

Kate was disappointed at the unromantic message. She wanted sweet nothings from Jimmy but they never seemed to be forthcoming. She took the phone with her back into the bathroom, in case Jimmy called again. Somehow from his words and his detached tone, she knew he would not welcome a return call from her. 

In the shower, she let the warm water cascade over her head and shoulders. It felt warm and comforting. As she thought that, she wondered why she was in so much need of comforting. Oh God, what if Jimmy turned out to be anything like Max Traynor. She'd die, absolutely die, if that happened. 

I've had my share of truly loser boyfriends, she thought. I can't go through that mess again. She turned off the shower and wrapped herself in an oversized navy blue towel. She wound a smaller towel around her head and went over to stare at herself in the bathroom mirror. The warm shower had fogged up the mirror, and she wiped away a space so she could look at herself. Even wrapped up in towels and with no make-up, she knew she was a striking young woman, perhaps even beautiful. But why with all that beauty, was she so darned unsure of herself?

From the age of 14, she'd been what she thought of as boy-crazy. The most important thing for her had been to always have a boyfriend. There had even been times when she'd had more than one boyfriend, as an emergency reserve. It was as though her identity depended on having a boyfriend who worshipped her and who would do whatever she wanted. She'd managed to keep her extreme emotional neediness hidden or at least subdued, and her family and friends viewed her as a self-assured beauty on top of her game when that was far from the true story.
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